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Abstract
James Altobello
EXPLORING EDUCATIONAL LEADERSHIP IN NEW JERSEY:
A CASE STUDY OF ACHIEVENJ AND PRINCIPAL PRACTICE IN A PUBLIC
SCHOOL SETTING
2017-2018
Dr. JoAnn Manning
Doctor of Education
The purpose of this qualitative case study was to explore how school leaders in
one New Jersey Public School District currently connect the AchieveNJ legislation with
their capacity to lead. A qualitative understanding of how school leaders connect
AchieveNJ to their personal leadership capacities such as this empowers policy makers to
rationalize its influence on: vision, culture, professional development, and empowerment;
all of which are espoused goals of this legislation. Additionally, gaining an
understanding of how standards-based, value-added evaluative frameworks such as
AchieveNJ informs the thinking, actions, and professional practices of school leaders
offer policy makers the opportunity to evaluate this type of legislation in context.
The findings from this study offer qualitative insight into the connection between
standards-based, value-added evaluative frameworks such as AchieveNJ and leadership
capacity to the broader educational community. Furthermore, the results of this
investigation inform school leadership preparation programs as the information gathered
and experiences shared provide insight into the training necessary for school leaders in
accordance with standards-based, value-added evaluative frameworks such as AchieveNJ
through evidenced-based descriptions from the field.
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Chapter 1
Introduction
School leaders are essential to the success of their school, its staff, and most
importantly its students (Schmoker, 2012). According to the Wallace Foundation (2015),
school leaders are a direct “multiplier” of successful student learning. Today’s leaders
face an ever-increasing expectation to produce tangible results of student growth and
achievement (National Policy Board of Educational Administrators, 2015). To meet this
expectation, school leaders must be more than operational managers overseeing budgets
and schedules (Lashway, 2003).
Today’s educational leaders must embrace their fundamental responsibility as
instructional masters overseeing teaching, learning, and student growth (Spillane, 2015).
According to a National Association of Elementary School Principals (2011), teaching
and learning must be at the top of the priority list for school leaders on a consistent basis.
The Institute for Educational Leadership indicates that a principal’s main focus must be
on instructional leadership to truly improve student performance (NGA Center for Best
Practice, 2003).
As their role shifts to an instructional first orientation, school leaders must focus
on using data to drive decision making to improve student achievement (Seashore Louis,
2015). Leaders must understand the complexities of this type of decision-making and the
impact it has on student achievement (Sun, Young, Yan, Chu & Zhao, 2012).
Furthermore, leaders bear the responsibility of building the capacity of their teachers to
be leaders in today’s classrooms (Bartoletti & Connolly, 2014). Evidence strongly
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indicates that leaders who embrace these ideals create dynamic learning environments
where student growth and achievement increases (James-Ward & Potter, 2011).
According to a 2016 RAND study “school leaders are second only to classroom
instruction among all school-related factors that contribute to student learning.” The
Wallace Foundation (2013) reports that school leaders play a vital role in: (1) shaping a
vision of success for all, (2) creating a climate hospitable to education, (3) cultivating
leadership in others, (4) managing people to foster school improvement, and (5)
improving organizational outcomes. Ultimately, the effectiveness of our school leaders is
directly linked to the outcomes for our students (Grissom, 2011).
According to Leithwood (2004) school leadership provides a “critical bridge”
between education reform initiatives and their impact for students. According to Manna
(2015) education initiatives are only successful when school principals are actively
leading the work on the ground level. As such, educational policy makers on both a
federal and state level have made a number of attempts to create legislation to facilitate
this necessary shift in educational leadership practices.
The 1983 “Nation At Risk” report was a seminal moment, which began a shift in
our educational priorities towards enhanced accountability measures (Corcoran, 2010).
“Goal 2000” was a federal initiative aiming to heighten school accountability
(Educational Report, 1997). The 2001 “No Child Left Behind Act” aimed to increase
school performance through increased accountability. More recently President Obama
launched the “Race to the Top Initiative” (Corcoran, 2010). While discussing the RTTP
the president stated, “success must be measured by results” (Corcoran, 2010).
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Today, many states have made substantial changes to their policies and
procedures for performance evaluations of their school leaders (Anderson, 2012).
Delaware, Rhode Island, Tennessee, and Colorado have all adopted a leadership
evaluation framework, which ties principal practice with quantitative measures of student
academic gains (McGuinn, 2012). At the center of each of these initiatives are standardsbased, value-added measures, which link student performance data to a leaders
summative evaluation (Corcoran, 2010).
To establish clear accountability mandates for school leaders in New Jersey, the
Department of Education mandated the implementation of AchieveNJ during the 20132014 school year. This legislation aim is to improve student performance through
enhanced leadership evaluations focused on professional standards, personal practice, and
evidence based student-learning data (NJDOE, 2013a). According the New Jersey
Department of Education (2013) AchieveNJ is a standards-based, value-added evaluative
framework seeking to promote reflection and enhance leadership capacity in four areas:
● Vision: effective leaders have a clear vision about learning and communicate that
vision to all
● Culture: effective leaders create a positive school climate that improves
organizational effectiveness
● Professional development: effective leaders provide time, resources and structure
meaningful professional development for their organization
●

Empowerment: effective leaders empower and retain the best teachers to improve
their organization
Statement of the Problem
The recent increase of standards-based, value-added evaluative frameworks such

as AchieveNJ being deployed in our schools on local, state, and national level has
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brought to light the assumed importance of linking accountability measures with
leadership capacities through leadership performance evaluations (Sun & Young, 2009).
These policy initiatives and evaluative frameworks are not without controversy and have
routinely been criticized by individuals in the field as well as professional organizations
such as the New Jersey Education Association and the New Jersey Principal and
Supervisors Association (McGlone, 2014). According to Wendel Steinhauer the current
president of the NJEA in a 2016 cited in a (2016) nj.com article, “When high-stakes tests
are used to judge a effectiveness, everyone loses because their performance is based on a
snapshot of a student that fails to take into account mitigating factors outside the their
control."
Since the inception of legislation mandating the implementation of standardsbased, value-added evaluative frameworks such as AchieveNJ, little qualitative research
has been done to determine their effectiveness in achieving their espoused goals (Fuller
& Hollingworth, 2014). As such, today little is known from the field about the
implications of leadership evaluation within an accountability framework, which ties
student achievement data to performance (Babo & Villavarde, 2013).
Understanding how school leaders experience these initiatives in context is
necessary to determine their actual influence and discover if today’s leaders are
connecting them to their leadership thoughts, actions, behaviors and professional
practices (Maki, 2010). Research into these connection in real-time will inform those
tasked with designing the evaluation process in the near-term.
More importantly, in the long-term, a qualitative investigation framed through
critical reflection by those experiencing these initiatives will provide a necessary lens into
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the viability of these recently adopted standards-based, value-added evaluations
frameworks, such as AchieveNJ, in facilitating the necessary shift in leadership
throughout our school environments today (Babo & Villlavarde, 2013).
Purpose
The purpose of this qualitative case study was to explore how school leaders in
one New Jersey Public School District currently connect standards-based, value-added
evaluative frameworks such as the AchieveNJ legislation with their capacity to lead.
Data included semi-structured, face-to-face interviews, participant observation as well as
detailed document review. This study was be conducted from a constructivist paradigm,
situated in the adult learning theory of critical reflection.
The potential impact of critical reflective theory and its link to improved practice
of school leaders is at the forefront of recent literature on school improvement (Liston,
2013, Bartlett & Burton, 2005). According to Mezirow (2000) critical reflection is an
internal and appreciative process where meaning is constructed through personal
reflection on an experience. In education critical reflection encourages an integration of
theory with practice (Mezirow, 2000). Critical reflection improves thinking, learning, and
the ability to self-assess (Smith, 2011).

Research Questions
1. How are public school principals connecting standards-based, value-added
evaluation frameworks, such as AchieveNJ, with their thinking, actions,
behaviors and professional practices?
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2. How are public school principals connecting the standards-based, value-added
evaluative frameworks, such as AchieveNJ, with their capacity to create a
clear vision, foster a successful school culture, design and deliver meaningful
professional development and empower teachers within their schools?
Theoretical Framework
According to Knowles, Holton and Swanson (2014) “the richest resource for
learning reside in adult learners themselves.” Reflection and reflective practice while not
new concepts, have only recently begun to gain momentum in the field of education (Hall
& Simmeral, 2015). Today’s school systems must incorporate reflective practice into
their pedagogy to better understand the effectiveness of their decision-making and
implementation of new policy initiatives (York-Barr et.al. 2011). Sustained reflection
has proven to optimize growth and facilitative change when necessary (Liston, 2013).
Critical reflection is a metacognitive process used to develop one’s ability to think
and increase one’s awareness of the impact of thinking on their leadership behaviors and
leadership actions (Hall & Simmeral, 2015). Critical reflection in education empowers
leaders within a school to transform themselves to improve situations for students,
teachers and society (Moon, 2005). In education, critical reflection can build a leader’s
capacity to work through complex issues, make sound decisions, and guide the future
direction of their organization (Moon, 2005).
Reflection, which typically occurs after action has been taken, can be described as
reflections “on action” (Argyris & Schon, 1978). This is a single-loop learning process,
which often fails to recognize any underlying causes of a phenomenon under study
(Argyris & Schon, 1978). On the contrary Argyris & Schon (1978) describe reflection
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“in action” as a double loop learning process where a person reflects as a phenomenon is
occurring. Killion and Todnem (1991) extend this concept further describing reflection
“in action” to anticipate future experiences, their possible outcomes, and their potential
consequences.
A number of studies have been conducted on educational initiatives through a
reflective framework post implementation (Gomez, 2005, Skretta, 2008). Few studies
have been conducted on educational initiatives such as AchieveNJ, through a critical
reflective framework in context. This study used critical reflection aligned to Argyris and
Schon’s reflection “in action” and Killion and Todnem’s reflection “for action” with
school leaders in one New Jersey Public School District to explore how they currently
connect the standards-based, value-added evaluative frameworks such as AchieveNJ with
their capacity to lead.
Philosophical Framework
This study was based on the interpretations of public school principals and the
meaning that can be made from their interpretations. Each participant constructed a
reality based on their experiences specifically, how they connect standards-based, valueadded evaluative frameworks such as AchieveNJ and its mandates with their capacity to
lead. This study held a belief that different people; in this case public school principals
would construct meaning and make connections in different ways (Crotty, 1998).
With a focus on understanding and reconstructing the meanings that the
participants held about this phenomenon, this investigation was situated in a
constructivist philosophical perspective. Constructivism’s foundation is built upon the
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notion that knowledge is constructed through social interpretation rather than discovered
(Stake, 1995).
Stake (1995) as cited in Baxter and Jack (2008) link case study methods with
constructivism:
Constructivists claim the truth is relative and dependent upon one’s perspective.
The paradigm recognizes the importance of subjectivity in meaning-making.
Constructivism is built upon the premise of social construction of reality.
Advantage of case study is the close collaboration between the researcher and
participant, while enabling the participant to tell their story. Through these stories
participants are able to describe their views or reality, which enables the
researcher to better understand the participants actions.
Knowledge or truth, then, from a constructivist lens, comes from an individual’s
perspective (Rudestam & Newton, 2007). Seeking to examine the lived experience of
participants and understand how they connect standards-based, value-added evaluative
frameworks such as AchieveNJ to their capacity to lead, this study utilized face-to-face
interviewing, in-person observation, and document review to construct meaning from
each participant individually as well as across the case.
Figure 1 below delineates the importance of this study. Through a critical
reflective framework situated in a constructivist perspective, this investigation explored
the connections between standards-based, value-added evaluative frameworks such as
AchieveNJ and their connection to school leader capacity. All interviews, observation,
document review, and analysis in this study were filtered through this delineation.
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Figure 1. Qualitative Study Conceptual Map

Significance of the Study
School leaders are instrumental in the success of their schools (Schmoker, 2012).
A qualitative understanding of how school leaders connect standards-based, value-added
evaluative frameworks such as AchieveNJ to their personal leadership capacities such as
this will empower policy makers in to rationalize its legislative influence on: vision,
culture, professional development, and empowerment; all of which are espoused goals of
this legislation.
In addition a qualitative understanding of how standards-based, value-added
evaluative frameworks such as AchieveNJ informs the thinking, actions, behaviors and
professional practices of school leaders offers policy makers an opportunity to evaluate
this type of legislation in context and determine the success of these initiatives in
practice.
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The qualitative findings from this study provide insight into the connection
between standards-based, value-added evaluative frameworks such as AchieveNJ and
leadership capacity to the broader educational community. Furthermore, the results of
this study provide a benefit to school leadership preparation programs as the information
gathered and experiences shared offer insight into the training necessary for school
leaders to be successful in the current legislative environment through evidenced-based
descriptions from the field.
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Definition of Terms
AchieveNJ - a standards-based, value-added evaluative framework, which seeks to
promote reflection and enhance leadership capacity in four areas: vision, culture,
professional development, and empowerment (NJDOE, 2016).

NCLB - part of the reauthorization of the Every Student Succeeds Act the federal
government established the No Child Left Behind Act. A new paradigm with an espoused
goal of reducing uncertainty and ambiguity in education by imposing new laws and
regulations driven by data and measured by individualized assessments (Tienken &
Orlich, 2013).

RTTP – part of the American Recovery and Reinvestment Act of 2009.Intended to
improve school performance and increase accountability measures nationwide. First
reform effort on a national level that mandated student progress measures be tied to
individual evaluations of school leaders (Corcoran, 2010).

Standards-Based, Value Added Measures - the attachment of standardized test scores to
leadership evaluation. Viewed as more objective criteria for determining leadership
effectiveness. Considered to be better predictors of future success and a more reliable
gauge of a leader's impact on student growth (Amrein-Beardsley & Collins, 2014).

11

Summary
This chapter begins by establishing the necessity of this research. This chapter
offered the problem statement as well as detailed research questions that guided this
investigation. This chapter outlined the theoretical and philosophical underpinnings of
this study and finally delineated the significance of the research.
AchieveNJ aims to build successful school leaders by promoting reflective and
collaborative practice focused on four key leadership capacities: vision, school culture,
professional development and empowerment (NJDOE, 2016). The purpose of this study
was to utilize a critical reflective framework to explore how public school principals in
one New Jersey School Public School District connect AchieveNJ with their capacity to
lead.
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Chapter 2
Literature Review
AchieveNJ is a standards-based, value-added evaluative framework, which seeks
to promote reflection and enhance leadership capacity in four areas: vision, culture,
professional development, and empowerment (NJDOE, 2016). Since the implementation
of this legislative mandate, little qualitative research has been conducted to determine its
effectiveness in achieving those goals (Fuller & Hollingworth, 2014). Understanding how
New Jersey school leaders experience this initiative in context is necessary to determine
its influence and discover if our leaders are connecting standards-based, value-added
evaluative frameworks such as AchieveNJ to their leadership behaviors to improve our
schools (Maki, 2010).
The purpose of this qualitative case study is to explore how public school
principals in one New Jersey District connect the AchieveNJ legislation with their
capacity to lead. This literature review focuses on: establishing the role of school leaders
and its connection to the AchieveNJ legislation, establishing the historical perspective of
the standards based movement in education, explaining the AchieveNJ legislation,
delineating the four core leadership capacities in AchieveNJ: vision, culture, professional
development and empowerment and finally establishing a link between critical reflective
theory, leadership growth and policy evaluation.
Role of a School Leader
AchieveNJ seeks to foster improved leadership performance in our schools
through enhanced evaluations and critical feedback for reflection (NJDOE, 2016). This
reform is vital as our schools are in critical need of successful leadership due to the
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growing concerns over student improvement (National Policy Board of Educational
Administrators, 2015). Improving leadership has proven to be a concrete determinant of
improving schools as well as student performance (Action for Excellence, 1983).
Research further indicates that efforts to improve education relate directly to the quality
of leadership in our schools (National Policy Board of Educational Administrators,
2015).
Today's leaders must be a jack-of-all-trades and a master of all of them as they are
the key figure in a school's success or failure (Desravines, 2015). Multiple studies have
indicated the impact of a school leader on student performance and student improvement
to be both direct and indirect. Andrews and Soder (1987) conducted a two-year study on
the role of a school leader on student outcomes and found that students in schools where
the leader was rated as “strong” by its staff and community scored significantly higher on
standardized assessments than their peers in schools where the leader was rated as
“weak”.
Marzano, Waters and McNutly (2005) conducted a meta-analysis of 5,000 studies
on the impact of a school leader on student achievement. They found a substantially
strong relationship exists between instructional leadership on the part of a principal and
student performance. Their research also indicates that a school leaders plays a key role
in helping students grow and schools succeed. Bosker and Kruger’s (2003) research
established a link between leadership behavior and heightened student achievement.
According to Hallinger’s (2005) research leadership behaviors, practices and processes
are efficient predictors of an effective school.
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A quantitative study by The Institute for Educational Leadership Task Force on
the Principal (2002) found that without strong leadership, schools have little chance of
meeting any long-term challenges such as improving student performance. According to
The National Conference of State Legislature’s Task Force on School Leadership (2008)
quantitative study of superintendents there is a statistically significant belief that behind
every successful school is a great leader.
More recently, the mixed method research of Seashore Louis, Leithwood,
Wahlstrom, and Anderson (2010) has concluded that leadership is second only to
classroom instruction itself in importance to student success. Furthermore, their work
found no documented case of successful school change without a talented and effective
school leader. According to their work, creating the conditions within an organization
where multiple individual variables combine to positively affect student learning is the
essence of successful leadership (Seashore Louis et. al, 2010).
Effective school leadership behaviors include effective management, instructional
leadership and a continued focus on student achievement (Springer, 2012). In today’s
schools leaders must create an environment for learning, set high standards for staff,
encourage risk taking and consistently implement new methodologies (Bryk, 2010).
Today’s leaders must identify, acquire and use social, material and cultural
resources to enhance the possibilities of teaching and learning in their schools (Spillane,
2015). Growth and improvement require several leadership functions such as:
constructing an instructional vision, building norms of trust throughout the organization,
supporting teacher development, and most importantly, close monitoring of instruction
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and innovation (Spillane, 2015). Successful leadership promotions such as these build
the change capacity necessary to reform our schools (Fullan, 2011).
Seashore Louis’ (2015) work on examining the effects of leadership on student
learning identified four essential areas necessary for success. First, she suggests that
leaders must encourage collaboration both within an organization and across an
organization to bridge differences and share purpose. Secondly, she indicates that
today’s leaders must form a professional community so that members can share norms
and values, while at the same time develop a collective focus. Third, she notes that
leaders must engage in everyday work, focus discussions, and provide development
based on equity in all aspects of education. Finally, she establishes that leaders must
provide coherence and balance between “pressure” and “support” to further a school's
mission and its opportunity for success.
Today’s leaders face an ever-increasing demand to reach high standards and raise
student achievement (Johnson & Sessions, 2015). As such, leaders must continually
retool and acquire new knowledge to promote better practice (Keedy, 2005). By
developing a deeper control over their theories of practice, today’s leaders can become
the central vehicles for facilitating wide-ranging reform (Keedy, 2005). Research
supports that school leaders have control over factors such as instructional quality,
mission, vision, goals, culture and expectations within their schools (Leithwood, Patton,
Jantzi, 2010). AchieveNJ seeks to promote growth in these areas for all school leaders in
our state in an effort to improve their performance and improve student achievement in
their schools (NJDOE, 2016).
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The Standards Based Movement
AchieveNJ is a standards-based, value-added evaluative framework, which seeks
to enhance leadership accountability in our state (NJDOE, 2016). Accountability is a
frequently used term when discussing education and improvement efforts (Schmoker,
2012). Accountability has come to mean that school leaders take wholehearted
responsibility for all student learning and use student achievement data as guiding force
in their decision making process (Schmoker, 2012). The link between accountability and
school improvement are not a new phenomenon as history has shown that when school
leaders are successful, schools improve (Darling-Hammond, Wilhoit & Pittenger, 2014).
In 1983, the National Commission on Excellence in Education called into
question the quality of American public schools and laid the groundwork for immediate
reform and increased accountability (NCEE, 1993). The commission described the
current educational situation at the time as a threat to the country so much so it could lead
to our nation’s collapse (NCEE, 1983). Their seminal work “A Nation At Risk” called
for the greatest and most sustained nationalized effort to change the structure of our
schools to better serve all students and immediately improve the situation for our nation
(Owens, 2004).
In the “A Nation At Risk” report the National Commission on Excellence in
Education (1983) cited four main areas to be improved: (a) school curriculum, (b)
expectations for achievement, (c) instruction, (d) assessment. As a result of this report
and its call for improvement, a series of new legislative efforts began on both the federal
and state level in an attempt to rectify the wrongs. The focus for change identified was
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standardizing the curriculum and holding school personnel accountable for student
improvement (Owens, 2004).
The restructuring efforts initiated by the report included: (a) developing a method
to assess teaching and learning in our schools, (b) comparing U.S. schools to its
international counterparts, (c) studying the connection between achievement and college
admission, (d) exploration into social influences on achievement to identify problems to
be addressed moving forward (Gardner, 1983). Despite the strong call for reform and
restructuring in the “Nation At Risk” report, schools effectively remained resistant to
change, accountability faltered and the gaps in achievement that necessitated the report
continued to develop and expand (National Center for Educational Statistics, 2006).
Over the next several, years a number of federal and state commissioned reports
were issued, such as the 1990 Educating America Report by the National Center for
Educational Statistics (2003). Such reports began to articulate a position that public
school leaders must become more accountable for student achievement than in the past
efforts. In addition, these reports called for fundamental change in the role of school
leaders to be one wholly focused on closing learning gaps (Educating America, 1990).
To meet these calls, in 1996, the Interstate School Leaders Licensure Consortium
(ISLLC) of the Council of Chief State School Officers proposed a set of unified school
leadership standards. These standards developed over a two-year collaborative period
provided specific statements of knowledge, dispositions, and actions that were considered
vital for leadership success in our nation's schools (ISLLC, 1996). Today, referred to as
the professional standards for educational leaders, they continue to impact school

18

leadership and qualifications nationwide (Cassavant, Collins, Faginski-Stark,
McCandless, & Tencza, 2012).
While defining leadership is still elusive, these standards of professional practice
have brought consensus and been accepted in the field of education (Cassavant et. al,
2012). The Professional Standards for Educational Leaders (2015) are as follows:
Standard 1: A school administrator is an educational leader who promotes the success of
all students by facilitating the development, articulation, implementation, and
stewardship of a vision of learning that is shared and supported by the school community.
Standard 2: A school administrator is an educational leader who promotes the success of
all students by advocating, nurturing, and sustaining a school culture and instructional
program conducive to student learning and staff professional growth.
Standard 3: A school administrator is an educational leader who promotes the success of
all students by ensuring management of the organization, operations, and resources for a
safe, efficient, and effective learning environment.
Standard 4: A school administrator is an educational leader who promotes the success of
all students by collaborating with families and community members, responding to
diverse community interests and needs, and mobilizing community resources.
Standard 5: A school administrator is an educational leader who promotes the success of
all students by acting with integrity, fairness, and in an ethical manner.
Standard 6: A school administrator is an educational leader who promotes the success of
all students by understanding, responding to, and influencing the larger political, social,
economic, legal, and cultural context.
The standards, in conjunction with the National Educational Goals, set by the
United States Congress in the 1990’s, set the stage for modern day standards-based
educational reform efforts. Goal 2000 was established to empower American schools to
achieve the goals set forth in the National Educational Goals Report of 1999. The
foundation of these goals were built from a principal belief that outcome-based education
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would establish a framework of world-class academic standards, measure student
progress, and provide support to meet the standards (Goal 2000, n.d)
Schools in our nation continued to be resistant to these reform efforts and
frustration grew. In 2001, as part of the reauthorization of the Every Student Succeeds
Act, the federal government established the No Child Left Behind Act. NCLB as it
became known was a new paradigm with an espoused goal of reducing uncertainty and
ambiguity in education by imposing new laws and regulations driven by data and
measured by individualized assessments (Owens, 2004). NCLB was built from a belief
that setting high standards for all students and measuring their success would lead to
improved outcomes (NCLB, 2001).
NCLB required the use of research-based practices for improving student
achievement; standardized assessment measures nation-wide, and mandated improvement
or face sanctions and the potential loss federal funding for failure (NCLB, 2001).
Standardized assessment was viewed as a monitoring process to measure the leader-tolearner process (Tienken & Orlich, 2013). NCLB became the most sweeping legislation
for school reform in our nation’s history, again putting accountability at the forefront of
reform only now shifting accountability to be more focused on scientific rating scales
(Tienken & Orlich, 2013).
NCLB was implemented and has been evaluated longitudinally in relation to the
goals it established. It is clear as that as with previous reform initiatives, for a myriad of
reasons, schools continued to resist the changes mandated by NCLB (Schmoker, 2012).
In 2008 a new president was sworn into office that as part of the American Recovery and
Reinvestment Act of 2009 introduced the Race to the Top (RTTP) initiative intended to
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improve school performance and increase accountability measures nationwide.
(Corcoran, 2010).
The premise of RTTP was to create a systematic shift towards the adoption of a
set of core academic standards known as the Common Core State Standards (CCSS). The
CCSS initiative detailed specifically what students should learn and know annually in the
content areas of English Language Arts and Mathematics from kindergarten through high
school graduation (CCSS, 2009). The National Governors Association (NGA) and the
Council for State School Officers (CCSSO) sponsored the CCSS initiative. Today, fortytwo of the fifty U.S. states and the District of Columbia are members of the CCSS
initiative and use these standards to measure learning (CCSS, 2009).
Value-Added Evaluation Models
RTTP was the first reform effort on a national level that mandated student
progress measures be tied to individual evaluations of school leaders (Corcoran, 2010).
RTTP indicated that performance evaluations for school leaders should serve to inform
learning, by pointing out gaps between a leader’s current practice and ideal outcomes
(Goldring, Porter, Murphy, Elliott & Cravens, 2009). RTTP established that quality
evaluations have sources that allow evaluators to make sound judgments based on real
and reliable evidence (Corcoran, 2010).
As such, the attachment of standardized test scores to leadership effectiveness has
been advocated as an equitable way to evaluate effectiveness as it monitors student and
staff progress from year to year (Schochet & Chiang, 2010). Most recently, studentlearning gains are commonly being used to evaluate performance, becoming known as
value-added measures (Schochet & Chiang, 2010). Some view these value added
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measures as more objective criteria for determining leadership effectiveness (AmreinBeardsley & Collins, 2014). Additionally, they are considered to be better predictors of
future success and a more reliable gauge of a leader's impact on student growth (AmreinBeardsley & Collins, 2014).
Endeavors to heighten accountability have only increased emphasis on evaluation
tools being utilized that hold school leaders accountable to high standards (Fuller &
Hollingsworth, 2014). Multi-dimensional evaluation tools used within a standards-based
environment are a necessary as part of any growth model (Reeves, 2009). As such a
number of states are currently implementing accountability driven evaluations based on
organizational outcomes including measures of student achievement (Cassavant et. al.,
2012).
During the 2013 school year, Delaware implemented a standards-based valueadded evaluation model which uses multiple measures including student performance
data to determine the effectiveness of school leaders (McGuinn, 2012). Rhode Island
instituted reforms requiring evaluation of school leaders based upon measures such as
professional practice, professional responsibilities and evidenced-based student learning
(McGuinn, 2012). Tennessee adopted a standards-based value-added model in which
three components are used to determine the effectiveness of a school leader: observation
data, student growth data and student achievement data (McGuinn, 2012). Finally,
Colorado has adopted a similar model based on two components: student academic
growth and professional practice (McGuinn, 2012).
Value-added evaluation models are considered a gauge of a leader's impact on
student growth and improvement (Amrein-Beardsley & Collins, 2014). Steinberg and
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Sartain (2015) advocate these standards based value added measures to be critical for
improving feedback and changing practice. Pianta and Hamre (2009) found standards
based value added evaluation measures to be valid in identifying areas for improved
practice. On the contrary, the research of Hallinger, Heck and Murphy (2013) found little
evidence to support a correlation between standards based value added evaluations and
change in practice. This finding was supported by the work of Seashore Louis et. al
(2010) showing a statistically insignificant amount of professionals believing that these
standards based value added evaluations models had any impact on their practices.
Despite the existing differences found in the research, standards-based, valueadded evaluation legislation continues to grow in popularity and is currently being used
for descriptive purposes in education today without a true understanding of their impact
(Betebenner, 2009). At this point, little is known about the connection of these standards
based value added evaluation models with respect to leadership and leadership behaviors
(Winters & Collins 2013; Sun & Young, 2009). Understanding how leaders experience
these evaluation tools and connect them to their daily practices is necessary to better
understand their effectiveness, and more importantly, their potential to increase student
growth and ultimately improve our schools (Maki, 2010).
AchieveNJ
To meet the increased expectations and regulations created by the RTTP initiative
in New Jersey the Educator Effectiveness Taskforce was formed in 2010 to select a new
type of systematic educator evaluation system, which would be adopted by each public
school in the state (NJDOE, 2013a). The task force was mandated to ensure that the
system selected be based on specific measures of effectiveness including measures of
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student achievement and measures that demonstrate effective practice on behalf of school
leaders (NJDOE, 2013a).
In selecting an evaluation model for school leaders the task force focused on three
strongly held beliefs established by the New Jersey Department of Education. One, that
school leaders play a crucial role in raising student achievement because of their
enormous contributions to school wide conditions of success (NJDOE, 2013a). Two, the
cornerstone of any broad initiative to improve the effectiveness of school leaders is an
evaluation system that accurately measures their influence on student learning (NJDOE,
2013a). And finally, school leaders must be accountable for the gains of his/her school’s
students and the effectiveness of its teachers (NJDOE, 2013a).
Through the work of the task force, a working document was created which
would become the foundation of what is now known as AchieveNJ. For the purpose of
leadership evaluation, AchieveNJ has a central focus to raise student achievement by
improving instruction through the adoption of evaluations that provide specific feedback
to educators, inform the provision of their aligned professional development and inform
their personnel decisions (NJDOE, 2013a).
In addition, AchieveNJ espouses goals of: TEACH: help educators better
understand their impact and ultimately improve student outcomes, LEAD: align
leadership responsibilities with practices that are known to have the greatest influence on
student learning, and GROW: foster an environment of continual growth for all
educators. (NJDOE, 2013a).
On August 6, 2012 this AchieveNJ was approved in by a bipartisan, unanimous
vote of the New Jersey legislature. This mandate required adherence beginning in the
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2013-2014 school year for all public schools within the state. For the first time in New
Jersey a school leaders evaluation would be linked to their ability to raise student growth
and achievement (NJDOE, 2013a). Leadership evaluations in New Jersey are currently
based on a formula with two categories of equal weight: 50% principal practice and 50%
student achievement (NJDOE, 2013a). Figure 2 shows the breakdown of these two
categories.

Figure 2. AchieveNJ Leadership Evaluation Breakdown (NJDOE, 2016)

The principal practice portion of the evaluation model is based on evidence from
formal observations as well as evaluation of a school leaders ability to implement
AchieveNJ and its mandates (NJDOE, 2013a). The student achievement portion of the
evaluation model is based on two quantitative measures known individually as student
growth objectives (SGO) and student growth percentiles (SGP).
Student growth objectives are long-term learning targets set for groups of students
in an individual class that are: (a) specific and measurable, (b) ambitious and achievable,
(c) include significant portions of the class and the required curriculum, (d) assessed in
alignment with learning objectives (NJDOE, 2013). Student growth percentiles are a
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measure of how much a student has learned from one year to the next compared to peers
with similar academic history from across the state based on a state mandated formal
assessment (NJDOE, 2013). Figure 3 below provides an overview of the AchieveNJ
evaluation formula.

Figure 3. AchieveNJ Leadership Evaluation Formula (NJDOE, 2016)

Today the New Jersey Department of Education espouses a belief that AchieveNJ
provides for better professional conversations, more opportunities for meaningful
feedback, and a more accurate understanding of a leader's impact on student learning
(NJDOE, 2016). The Department of Education currently believes that AchieveNJ
provides useful data and promotes reflective and collaborative practices centered around
four essential leadership capacities: vision, culture, professional development, and
empowerment (NJDOE, 2016).
This reform initiative is not without controversy. AchieveNJ has been criticized
by a number of professional organizations such as the New Jersey Education Association,
The New Jersey Principal and Supervisors Association and by educators themselves.
There is an inherent concern with the evaluation process as well as the instruments being
used for the evaluations (McGlone, 2014). As such, there has been and continues to be
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some resistance to AchieveNJ in the state (McGlone, 2014). This study will explore how
school leaders in New Jersey are experiencing these evaluation tools and how they
connect AchieveNJ to their capacity to create a clear vision, maintain a positive school
culture, provide meaningful professional development and empower staff to better
understand its impact and inform policymakers in the future.
Leadership Capacity: Vision
According to AchieveNJ (2016) leaders of high achieving schools have a clear
vision and communicate to all that learning is of the utmost importance. Vision if
effective builds norms and behaviors based on expectation within a school (Hallinger,
2010). A well-crafted vision creates clarity and motivates others to reach goals
(Hallinger, 2010). Schools without a vision find it difficult to develop effective strategies
for improvement (Dufour & Eaker, 1998). A key indicator to most school improvement
efforts is the creation of an environment with a shared vision (Kose, 2011). Successful
leaders therefore are ones that can identify, promote and more importantly protect the
vision and values in their schools (Wilhelmsen, 2016).
Vision cannot be something imposed or declared. The actions of the leader
should guide the development of a shared vision focused on organizational success
(Gabriel & Palmer, 2009). A shared vision galvanizes the organization and builds
capacity to achieve collective goals (Kose, 2011). In educational organizations, a
successful shared vision for school improvement must have an underlying focus on
student learning (Hipp & Huffman, 2003). Successful leaders create a vision that unifies
the school, generates purpose, provides direction and creates collaborative commitment
(Gabriel & Palmer, 2009).
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Leaders must see a better future for their organization and effectively articulate
that vision and its benefits to all stakeholders to establish buy-in (Kose, 2011). Once
articulated and accepted, a vision should lead towards a mission where actions are taken
to achieve the vision established (Leithwood & Mascall, 2008). To make positive change
a leader must translate their vision into sustained actions over the long-term (Wilhelmsen,
2016). Sustaining these actions creates effectiveness, stability, and organizational
integrity (Kose, 2011).
Leadership Capacity: Culture
According to AchieveNJ, there is a positive relationship between school climate
and leadership, which affects the overall effectiveness of a school (NJDOE, 2016).
Research indicates that successful cultures are a direct reflection of the vision and
illuminate the way of life in the school (Barth, 1990). Culture is considered the unwritten
communication of the vision and if effective leaves no doubt about the school’s priorities
(Hsin-Hsiang & Mao-neng, 2015). Culture is a representation of what the school
believes, essentially it is its self-concept (Snyder, 2015).
According to Hsin-Hsiang and Mao-neng (2015), culture should encompass
values, beliefs, and norms for establishing goals in a way that people value. Effective
cultures in a school come from collaboration and working together, through shared
leadership (Snyder, 2015). Successful school cultures exemplify that everyone is focused
on teaching and learning and share in the instructional responsibilities (Owens, 2004).
Cultures focused on student outcomes and framed from a learning first orientation and
have proven to be successful (Hsin-Hsiang & Mao-neng, 2015). More importantly,
achievement can be directly linked to a school’s culture (Barth, 1990).
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As such, a school leader must have the capacity to create a culture that promotes
collaboration, engages all involved, empowers others, and shares responsibility
throughout the organization (Snyder, 2015). When a school leader is focuses on creating
a climate conducive to student success, schools are successful (MacNeil, Prater & Busch,
2009). Developing a positive school climate may be the only way to truly achieve
success (Maxwell, 2004).
School leaders have both a direct and indirect influence over a school’s culture
through their behaviors. These behaviors impact the organization's work and the overall
environment of the school (Basom & Frase, 2004). Leaders must encourage others to
become leaders themselves to have a positive impact on school culture (Davis & Wilson,
2000). Leaders in schools who develop a culture of empowerment improve student
learning and provide for continuous improvement (Hord & Sommers, 2008).
Leadership Capacity: Professional Development
According to AchieveNJ, effective leaders provide the time, resources, and
structure for ongoing and meaningful professional development (NJDOE, 2016). The
implementation of a successful professional development program is critical to student
achievement (Brown & Milltello, 2016). Professional development is a lifelong learning
process that creates and sustains individualized and collective growth (Cannon, Tenuto,
Kitchel, 2013). Organizations with an orientation towards effective professional
development persistently search for better ways to do things (DuFour & Eaker, 2008).
According to the national study Making Sense of Leading Schools as cited by
Portin et. al (2003) a school leader is the key factor in building an organization that
fosters organizational learning and professional development. DuFour and Eaker (2008)
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have said that transforming a school to focus on sustained professional development can
only be accomplished through effective leadership. Leaders must continually assess the
needs of their organization and provide targeted support to be successful professional
development providers (Hord & Sommers, 2008).
Job embedded professional development opportunities and flexible in nature for
success in a school setting (Cannon, Tenuto, & Kitchel, 2013). These opportunities must
encourage information sharing and continual collaboration to improve learning (Brown &
Milltello, 2016). Successful professional development in school is interactive and
encourages new knowledge construction (O’hara & Pritchard, 2008). More importantly,
effective professional development in school does encourage staff to apply what they
learn to facilitate growth and improve student performance (Cannon, Tenuto, & Kitchel,
2013).
Professional development should focus on current issues to provide diverse
strategies for various learning styles (Hord & Sommers, 2008). Ultimately, school leaders
have a fundamental responsibility to provide the best professional development possible
for their staff (Newmann, 1991). The best hope for successful reform efforts in schools is
a leader who operates their school as a professional learning community (DarlingHammond & McLaughlin, 1995). Ongoing and effective professional development may
hold the most potential for forward movement in education (Cannon, Tenuto, & Kitchel,
2013).
Leadership Capacity: Empowerment
Empowerment has been described as a critical element to reform efforts seeking
to improve schools and foster superior outcomes (Schlechty, 2009). The overarching
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goal of empowerment efforts must be to convert self-interest into collective aspiration
(Ciulla, 2004). Empowerment should shift the focus from individual to a team mentality
(Bass & Riggio, 2006). Enhanced commitment and improved performance are outcomes
of successful empowerment efforts (Bass & Riggio, 2006).
Successful school leaders share power, use delegation, and consultative decision
making to instill a sense of belonging and drive teachers towards collective goals
(Zellman & Ross, 2009). Empowering leaders use motivational techniques for teachers
that enrich what they do, and closely connect them to their daily work and the importance
of it (Hall, 2013).
According to AchieveNJ, leaders must be considered empowering by their school
community (NJDOE, 2016). A principled practice of school empowerment is sharing
power (Schlechty, 2009). Empowerment is synonymous with shared leadership (Hall,
2013). By investing teachers with the right to participate in the development of schools
goals and exercise some professional judgment in how and what to teach, leaders in
schools become empowering (Segedin, 2011). Empowered teachers have proven to be
more committed to their schools (Zellman & Ross, 2009).
According to Kreisberg (1992) empowerment on its own could be viewed as a
solution to the plethora of problems our schools face. Empowerment increases teacher
capacity, an essential component to school reform efforts (Segedin, 2011). Schlechty
(2009) advocated the importance of empowerment due to its impact on students,
decisions, and results. A direct correlation between empowerment and positive outcomes
according has been established by the work of Bogler & Somech (2004). Ultimately,
empowering leaders in schools allow teacher leaders to emerge, encourage them to
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become more confident about their pedagogy, and focus on overall improvement
(Schlechty, 2009).
Reflective Practice
According to Knowles, Holton and Swanson (2014) “the richest resource for
learning reside in adult learners themselves (p.61).” Evidence strongly supports that
professional growth requires reflection (Miller & Dalglish, 2011). Critical reflection is a
metacognitive process to develop an individual's ability to think and increase their
awareness of the impact their thinking has on their actions (Keedy, 2005).
Researchers Hall and Simmeral (2015) contend that reflective practice promotes
self-awareness, self-efficacy and self-regulation in order to address the complexities and
demands of being a leader. Liston (2013) advocates that reflective practice empowers a
leader to challenge assumptions, gain new insights, contemplate decision-making and
take alternative actions towards school improvement.
York-Barr, Sommers, Ghere and Montie (2006) established that to be successful
reflective practitioners, leaders make a personal commitment to continuous learning and
improvement. According to Sagor (2011), through reflective practice, leaders can become
learners who conduct constant research, apply diverse strategies, and review their
experiences for future actions.
To be successful, then, professionals should intentionally reflect and question the
theories that drive their decisions (Schon, 1983). A continuous loop of professional
reflection is a process of inquiry, testing, learning, and then inquiry again (Keedy &
Achillies, 2007). According to Schon (1987) critically reflective practice is used by
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individuals to uncover their own theories and experiment and test new theories in realtime.
Reflecting “on action” has described by Argyris and Schon (1978) as a single
loop learning process in which a person reflects after taking action and often fails to
question or recognize the underlying causes of a situation or problem. On the contrary,
they describe reflection “in action” as a double loop learning process where a person
reflects as the action is happening, allowing them to identify values, principles, and
assumptions of the situation necessary to develop new strategies to change the outcomes
if necessary (Argyris & Schon, 1978).
Practitioners who are able to reflect “in action” as described by Argyris and
Schon actively seek answers to problems, test new methods, and continuously reflect on
their impact. Schon (1983) identified six steps for successful reflection “in action”: (a)
recognition of the issue, (b) recognition of a lack of congruence between thought and
action, (c) reframing, (d) generation of new ideas, (e) testing new idea in action, (f)
evaluate the outcome. By systematically and rigorously questioning their practice through
this framework school leaders can gain clarity and learn through an engaging experience
(Schon, 1983).
Researchers Killion and Todnem (1991) advocate strongly for reflection “for
action.” In reflecting “for action” a practitioner extend Schon’s concept of reflection-foraction by using reflection to anticipate future experiences and their possible
consequences (Killion & Todnem, 1991). This type of reflection guides future action
based on past thoughts and actions (Killion & Todnem, 1991). This cyclical reflective
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process has no endpoint according to the authors and aligns to an action research
framework such as that described as “look, think, act” by Stringer (1996).
Reflective theories such as these are explicitly linked to experiential learning
(Kolb, 1984). Kolb describes this process as “self-perpetuating” in that learners shift
from actor to observer, from direct involvement to analytical detachment. This creates
new experiences to reflect upon. Reflective practice is also linked to Piaget (1967)
cognitive theory of development. Through assimilation and accommodation the reflector
modifies what is already known in light of new learning. Observing practical situations
allows for continuous learning and improved practice (Kolb, 1984).
Critical Reflection and Constructivism
Critical reflective practice is a vehicle for ongoing professional growth and
development (Mezirow, 2000). Successful professionals engage in self-development
through self-study (Taylor, 2007). These professionals reflect critically and
systematically, questioning their practice, studying their own work and testing their
theories in practice (Taylor, 2007). Thorough contemplation and deliberation about their
work, reflective leaders make meaning within context (Hoare, 2006).
This process offers new possibilities as practitioners create and recreate their
individual identify (Killion & Todnem, 1991). According to Hoare (2006) reflectors take
an interactive role in looking outside to understand a situation and articulate a path
forward. From working with their experiences in this manner a reflective practitioner
learns (Taylor, 2007). Reflective learners explore what they are doing, why they are
doing it, and what impact it has (Hoare, 2006).
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Becoming a reflective practitioner is not so much about the acquisition of a skill
but rather the honing of a skill to reflect constructively upon experiences in a way that
develops knowledge and improves the effectiveness of one’s work (Moore, 2000).
According to Mezirow (1990) to learn, practitioners must experience discrepancies, make
judgments, and question internal reasoning processes. Furthermore, Mezirow (2000)
described critical reflection as a precursor to transformative learning, which leads to
changes in personal understandings and more importantly behaviors.
Critical reflection is a constructivist approach to learning where different people
construct meaning in different ways (Crotty, 1998). According to Baxter and Jack (2008)
constructivism’s foundation is built upon the notion that knowledge is constructed
through social interpretation rather than discovered. In constructivism, knowledge or
truth then is derived through a reflective lens and is formed by an individual’s perspective
(Rudestam & Newton, 2007). Constructivism at its core is a transformational learning
process.
Transformative learning allows a person to make substantive shifts in their world
(Mezirow, 2000). Learners construct, validate, and reformulate their experiences through
the process of transformative learning (Mezirow, 2000). To be successful within a
transformative learning framework practitioners must create new norms within their
practice and be critical of their own assumptions, intentions, beliefs, and feelings (Hoare,
2006). This allows leader to reframe their ideals and change their mindset as necessary in
real-time.
In education transformative learning encourages an integration of theory with
practice and enhances self-confidence (Mezirow, 2000). It improved thinking, learning
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and the ability to self-assess (Smith, 2011). It enables the development of a fuller
understanding of experiences and ensures being better equipped to lead similar situations
moving forward (Thompson & Thompson, 2008).
The potential for using critical reflective theory to improve the practice of school
leaders is at the forefront of recent literature on school improvement (Bartlett & Burton,
2005). According to Moore (2000) school leaders must consider themselves as
researchers and theorists to critique their practice and move in an informed way towards
effective leadership behaviors in the future. Reflective practice is a model way for school
leaders to build their own professional learning through active participation (Ostermann,
1990).
Professional growth is dependent upon a leader’s ability to eliminate or modify
old ideas that no longer work with new ideas to shape their future behaviors (Ostermann
& Kottkamp 1993). Researchers identified critical reflection as a means for lasting
school change and professional growth (Cooper & Boyd 1998; York-Barr et.al., 2001).
School improvement and student achievement require leaders who are reflective in
practice to effectively solve contextual challenges as they arise (Moore, 2000).
Critical reflection empowers leaders within a school to transform themselves in
ways that improve educational situations for students, teachers, and society (Moon,
1999). Critical reflective practice allows a leader to create solutions to identified
problems with clarity that typically escapes them in the clutter of their day (Moon, 1999).
Reflective practice builds a leader’s capacity to work with complex ideas and make
effective judgments for their future and the future of their organizations (Moon, 2005).
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Summary
This literature review provided a detailed representation of the role of school
leader as it relates to this study. The history of the standards based movement in
education was outlined and the AchieveNJ legislation was described in in context.
AchieveNJ delineates four core leadership capacities: vision, culture, professional
development and empowerment each of which has been outlined in this literature review.
Finally a link between critical reflective practice and leadership has been provided to
further delineate the theoretical framework for this qualitative study.
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Chapter 3
Methodology
The purpose of this qualitative case study was to explore how school leaders in
one New Jersey School District connect standards-based, value-added evaluative
frameworks such as AchieveNJ with their capacities to lead. This chapter explores in
detail the value and rationale of qualitative methodology as it relates to this investigation.
Additionally, analysis of and support for employing a case study approach is established.
With the design and rationale delineated, this chapter explains the setting and the
sampling methods used to select study participants. Beyond that, this chapter provides an
explanation of the data collection, and data analysis methods used. Additionally, it
establishes the rigor, validity, and trustworthiness of the study. Finally, this chapter
defines the role of the researcher, and the steps taken to ensure ethical compliance.
Research Questions
1. How are public school principals connecting standards-based, value-added
evaluation frameworks such as AchieveNJ with their thinking, actions, behaviors
and professional practices?
2. How are public school principals connecting standards-based, value-added
evaluative frameworks such as AchieveNJ with their capacity to create a clear
vision, foster a successful school culture, design and deliver meaningful
professional development and empower teachers within their schools?
Qualitative Methods
Qualitative research is a broad approach to the study of a phenomenon in the
natural world (Armino, 2006). This methodological approach advocates the use of
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multiple methods that are interactive and humanistic, focused on content, and
interpretative in nature (Marshall & Rossman, 2006). The intent of qualitative
investigation is to utilize in-depth examination to illuminate and better understand the
lives of the participants and the world within which they are living (Armino, 2006). For
the purpose of this study, the selected school leaders were the participants and their world
is their school community encompassing all the responsibilities that come with their
positions.
In the field of education, qualitative research has grown in popularity over the
past quarter century and continues to emerge as a means to answer “how” or “why”
questions that arise (Patton, 2002; Parasade, 2005). In qualitative investigations, a strong
emphasis is placed on the role of the researcher as an active participant in the study
(Creswell, 2005). Stake (1995) identifies the researcher in qualitative investigations as
the key instrument in both data collection and interpretation of findings.
A researcher’s role in qualitative study is to build a complex and holistic picture
of the phenomenon, analyze the words participants use to describe their experience with
the phenomenon, and then report a detailed view of the information collected in a valid
and credible fashion (Creswell, 1998). As a school principal myself in New Jersey
experiencing the phenomenon in a similar way as the participants, I was uniquely
qualified to conduct this investigation and interpret the findings as they emerged.
Qualitative methods are especially useful in discovering the meaning that people
give to events that they experience (Denzin & Lincoln, 2000). This is accomplished by
allowing the exploration of phenomenon such as feelings, which are difficult to
understand through conventional research approaches (Strauss & Corbin, 1998).
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Research supports that when a researcher is seeking to understand a process in context,
qualitative methods are best (Denzin & Lincoln, 2000).
Qualitative methodology was appropriate for this study. It fostered a deeper
understanding of the lived experience of the participants (public school principals) from
their reflections on how they connect standards-based, value-added evaluative
frameworks such as AchieveNJ with their leadership capacities. Utilizing a qualitative
approach, this study allowed participants to express the specific ways in which they made
these connections and then used a rich description method to provide a detailed account
of their experience in context.
Case Study
Case study is a strategy of inquiry where a researcher explores in-depth a
program, event, activity, process, or one or more individuals (Stake, 1995). Case study is
applicable when a researcher is seeking to understand some specific people, particular
problem, or unique situation by studying a few examples in great depth (Yin, 2009). This
investigation focused on a process, specifically reflection in exploring connections made
between leadership capacities and standards-based, value-added evaluative frameworks
such as AchieveNJ. Furthermore, this investigation explored this process with multiple
individual participants, making case study a viable strategy.
Stake (1995) has identified three types of qualitative case studies: intrinsic,
instrumental and collective. Intrinsic case studies are those where the researcher has an
interest in the case. Instrumental case studies are those where the researcher seeks to
provide insight and refine an existing theory. Collective case studies are those where the
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researcher compares one or more cases to draw conclusions across studies in an effort to
predict results.
This investigation embodied qualities of intrinsic case study, as the nature of the
case is important to the researcher as the researcher currently serves in a similar role to
the participants and is experiencing the phenomenon as well. This investigation
possessed qualities of collective case study, as the researcher used a compare-contrast
approach across the individuals within the case to refine any meanings that are made.
Finally, The New Jersey Department of Education currently advocates AchieveNJ
as a tool to provides for better professional conversations, more opportunities for
feedback, and a more accurate understanding of leaders impact on student learning
(NJDOE, 2016). The goal of this case study was to explore standards-based, value-added
evaluative frameworks such as AchieveNJ through the lived experience of school
principals to provide insight into this phenomenon in context, thus making this study
instrumental in design (Stake, 1995).
Case study, regardless of type, is a qualitative methodology, which expects to
catch the complexities of a case (Stake, 1995). If effective, readers of a case study should
be left with more to think about rather than less as a result of the investigation (Yin,
2009). Successful case study provides theory to build upon and invites further
exploration of the phenomenon moving forward (Merriam, 2002).
Yin (2009) compared a research design to a map to be followed by a researcher to
deal with four guiding questions: What questions to study? What data is relevant? What
data should be collected? How should the results be analyzed? Yin (2009) also
established there to be five essential aspects of design for case study.
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First, in case study, research questions that ask “how” or “why” are most
appropriate. In this study the research questions grew from the problem statement
identified earlier. These questions guided the study and drove the data collection from
“how” questions focusing specifically on connection made by participants.
The second aspect established by Yin (2009), is a case study’s proposition by
which attention is called to something that should be studied. Studies must have a
defined purpose. The purpose of this qualitative case study was to explore how school
leaders in one New Jersey Public School District currently connect standards-based,
value-added evaluative frameworks such as AchieveNJ with their capacity to lead.
The third aspect of case study according to Yin (2009) is its unit of analysis,
essentially the boundaries set which define the case itself. In this study the unit of
analysis was the Motown Public School District. Further information regarding
boundaries set and the unit of analysis are detailed later in this chapter.
Yin (2009) also identifies a fourth aspect of design being the linking of data to
propositions, which is accomplished by ensuring that the data analysis techniques
implemented are aligned with the purpose of the study. The analysis techniques used in
this study are also detailed later in this chapter.
The fifth and final component of case study design lies in the interpretation
methods for a study’s findings (Yin, 2009). Case study is a qualitative form of inquiry,
which limits the use of statistics and requires other in-depth means for interpretation.
Interpretations made in this study will be discussed in future chapters.
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Setting
According to Yin (2009), in case study, a case must be a thing, or an entity.
Schools and school district can be a case as they are real things, and are easy to visualize
(Stake, 1995). Even when the main focus of an investigation is on a phenomenon that is a
function such as making a connection in this study, a researcher must still choose a case
that is an entity (Stake, 1995). The participant interactions explored within the selected
case are what will allow it to be viewed as an integrated system (Merriam, 2002).
Motown is a kindergarten through twelfth grade organization with seventeen total
schools servicing approximately ten thousand students daily. There are twelve
elementary schools (kindergarten through grade five), three middle schools (grades six
through eight) and two high schools (grades nine through twelve).
Motown is a diverse learning community made up of a student body, which is
52% male and 46% female. Eighty-six percent of students are Caucasian, 6% are African
American, 3% are Asian, 3% Hispanic and 2% other Multi-Cultural decent. Twentythree percent of students have been identified as disabled in the community, and 17% are
considered economically disadvantaged. As a result, Motown is identified as Title I
district according to the United States Department of Education.
The school district has a total of nine hundred and thirty six certified staff
members made up of: certified administrators, certified teaching staff, paraprofessionals
as well as certified support staff. Seven hundred and fifty of those staff members are
female while one hundred and eighty six are male. Ninety-eight percent of those staff
members are Caucasian, .8% are African American, .9% are Hispanic and .1% are of
Asian decent.
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The most recent New Jersey Department of Education School Performance
Report (2015) indicates that district's academic performance is high when compared to
other organizations across the state and is also high when compared to its identified peer
school districts. This is defined by information about student performance in English
Language Arts/Literacy and Mathematics as measured by the Partnership for Assessment
of Readiness for College and Careers Assessment, also known as the PARCC test.
Additionally, the district’s student growth performance is high when compared to
other organizations across the state as well as when compared to its peers. This is defined
by information about school wide student growth, using the Student Growth Percentile or
SGP methodology. SGP measures student growth year over year by comparing a
student’s achievement to a group of students that had similar achievement in previous
years. SGP makes it possible to measure how much a student has grown relative to
their academic peers with a similar test score history. Finally upon graduation 96.7% of
students attend either a two-year or four-year college.
As one of the largest K-12 districts in New Jersey, this site offered a vast number
of potential participants making it a suitable setting for this qualitative investigation.
Motown has a central office leadership team made up of one superintendent of schools,
two assistant superintendents, one business administrator, one director of human
resources and six district level supervisors. Each of the district’s elementary schools has
one principal. The middle schools each have one principal and one assistant principal.
The two high schools in the district each have one principal and five assistant principals.
During the 2012 – 2013 school year, Motown was selected by the state of New
Jersey to be a pilot school for AchieveNJ, its accountability mandates and required
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changes to performance evaluation for school leaders. Leaders in Motown, therefore,
have been working under the confines of standards-based, value-added evaluative
frameworks such as AchieveNJ for more time than other school districts within our state.
Making the selected participants viable candidates to offer their experiences with and
express how they connect standards-based, value-added evaluative frameworks such as
AchieveNJ with their leadership capacities.
Recruitment, Sampling & Participants
According to the US Department of Health and Human Services (2016) participant
recruitment is a major challenge in many research studies involving human
subjects. Recruitment involves a number of activities, including identifying eligible
participants, adequately explaining the study to the potential participants, recruiting an
adequate sample based on study goals and design, obtaining informed consent and
maintaining ethical standards, and retaining participants until study completion. In this
study to recruit the identified participants the researcher used the following approved
recruitment techniques according outlined by the Department of Health and Human
Services (2016):
•

Sent Letters of Consent

•

Approached participants one-on-one

•

Placed phone calls to participants
According to Stake (1995) one of the most important aspects of all case studies

lies in the selection of cases to be studied. The goal is to select cases that provide the best
opportunities to learn (Creswell, 2007). With the large number of potential participants
inside of the selected site (44 total school leaders of which 32 have attained tenure) two
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distinct sampling strategies were implemented: purposeful and criterion. According to
Patton (1990) a mixed sampling method such as this offered more reliability in the
selected sample and the overall study.
Purposeful sampling is a strategy where particular settings, persons, or activities
are selected deliberately in order to provide information (Maxwell, 2005). In this study,
purposeful sampling was initially used to select only school principals as potential
participants. This decision was based on their ability to add to the understanding and
connect the standards-based, value-added evaluative frameworks such as AchieveNJ with
their ability to create a vision, foster a successful culture, deliver professional
development, and empower teachers. Purposeful sampling was powerful in that it will
allowed the researcher to select information-rich cases for in-depth study (Patton, 1990).
Through purposeful sampling, the participant pool consisted of seventeen school
leaders. To ensure that a rich description of the phenomenon under investigation was
gleaned it was necessary to apply criterion sampling to hone the participant pool further.
Criterion sampling is an approach that allows the researcher to study the cases that meet
certain pre-determined criterion (Patton, 1990).
The criterion applied was tenure attainment, which ensured selected participants
had leadership experience prior to the mandated implementation of the AchieveNJ
legislation. According to AchieveNJ (2016), to earn tenure, a new principal, assistant
principal, or vice principal must be rated either effective or highly effective in two annual
summative evaluations within the first three years of employment, with the first effective
rating on or after completion of the second year. This will made their perspective on the
phenomenon more relevant.
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Applying this criterion to the potential participant pool of seventeen yielded a
study sample of six elementary school leaders, two middle school leaders, and one high
school leader for a total of nine participants.
Participant Race, Gender, and Educational Attainment
Table 1 below delineates the broad group of school leaders who partook in this
qualitative investigation by race, gender and educational attainment. All of the
participants were Caucasian. Of the nine participants, five were male and four were
female. Eight participants had earned a master’s degree and one had earned a doctorate
degree.

Table 1
Participant Demographics: Race, Gender, and Education
Participants
Percent
________________________________________________________________________
Race
Caucasian
9
100%
African American
0
0%
Hispanic
0
0%
Other
0
0%
Gender
Male
Female

5
4

55%
45%

Educational Attainment
Master’s Degree
8
89%
Doctorate
1
11%
________________________________________________________________________
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Participant Experience in Current Position and Other Leadership Positions
Table 2 below delineates the diversity in experience possessed by the nine
participants leaders in this qualitative investigation. This investigation involved only
tenured school principals ensuring participants had leadership experience prior to the
mandated implementation of the AchieveNJ legislation, making their perspective on the
phenomenon more relevant. Six of the participants have worked between 5-10 years in
their current position Two participants have worked between 11-15 years in their current
position. One participant has worked 16 years or more in their current position. Four
participants had between 1-3 years of experience outside their current role. Four had
between 4-7 years experience outside of their current role. One had 8 or more years of
experience outside of their current role.

Table 2
Participant Demographics: Experience
Experience (yrs.)
Participants
Percent
________________________________________________________________________
Leadership Experience
Current Position
5-10
6
66%
10-15
2
22%
16 or more
1
11%
Leadership Experience
Other Position

1-3
4-7
8 or more

4
4
1

44%
44%
11%

Teaching Experience
1-5
2
22%
6 or more
7
88%
________________________________________________________________________
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Certified Staff and Students Under the Supervision of Participant
Table 3 below provides a summary of the school teaching population and school
student populations where the nine participants serve as principals. Of the nine
participants five supervise between 40-60 certified staff members. Three supervise
between 61-80 certified staff members and one supervises between 81-100 certified staff
members. Two participants supervise 300 or fewer students. Three participants
supervise between 301-600 students. Two participants supervise between 601-800
students and one supervises a school with 801 or more students.
Table 3
Participant Demographics: Supervision of Staff and Students
Number
Participants
Percent
____________________________________________________________________
Certified Staff
Under Supervision
40-60
5
55%
61-80
3
33%
81-100
1
12%
Students
Under Supervision
300 or fewer
2
22%
301-600
3
33%
601-800
2
22%
800 or more
1
12%
________________________________________________________________________

Data Collection
Stake (1995) advocates strongly for multiple sources of data collection in a case
study to allow the researcher to create a story that honors the meaning-making process.
Multiple data sources are a benefit as they ensure the study is robust (Green, Camilli &
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Elmore, 2006). In case study, it is imperative to converge sources of data, known as
triangulation to ensure that the results reflect the participants understandings as
accurately as possible (Stake, 1995).
This particular studies primary data collection method was participant interview
data. This was then thickened with participant observation data as well as material culture
data collected through document review. Rossman and Rallis (2012) describe this
combination approach to data collection as a “seamless enterprise” for understanding the
entirety of the case being studied (p. 169).
Interviews
The first phase of this qualitative study was the collection of participant interview
data. All forms of interviews must be naturalistic extensions of conversations (Rubin &
Rubin, 2005). To be successful, the interviewing procedures for this study were
conversational between the interviewer and the interviewee (Esterberg, 2002).
Interviewers must be active listener in the process as interviewees tell stories and select
specific details from their experiences (Patton, 1987).
School leaders are key informants and are people with particular knowledge
whose insight assisted in understanding the process of connection in context (Patton,
2002). As such, interviewing allowed for links to meaning making to be made based on
the information obtained (Esterberg, 2002).
Researchers indicate that in qualitative investigations there are four reasons for
interviews: (a) to study people’s understanding (Kvale, 1996), (b) to find out what we
cannot simply observe (Patton, 1987), (c) to enable readers to make decisions about
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transferability of results (Merriam, 2002), (d) to allow triangulation from other sources,
increasing the credibility of the findings (Stake, 1995).
Merriam (2009) identifies six types of questions that lend themselves to
successful interviews, which were used as part of this study to structure the interview
protocol: (1) Background & Demographic (2) Experience (3) Opinion (4) Feeling (5)
Knowledge (6) Sensory. The design of the interview protocol focused on principal’s
connections and experience with:
● Their current leadership practices under AchieveNJ specific to: vision, culture,
professional development and teacher empowerment.
● Their current leadership practices within a standards-based, value-added
evaluation environment.
● The changes they have made in their practices as a result of AchieveNJ specific
to: vision, culture, professional development and teacher empowerment.
● The changes they have made in their leadership practices as a result of being
evaluated within a standards-based, value-added environment.
Interviewing in this case study followed a framework that began with gaining written
consent prior and verbal consent at the onset of each interview (Merriam, 1998).
Additionally, interviewees were informed at the beginning that they could refuse to
answer a question if they saw fit and were able to end the interview at anytime (Merriam,
1998). Interviews were audio recorded for accuracy (Merriam, 1998).
Protocol questions were semi-structured and open-ended which allowed free
responses (Merriam, 2002). Probes and follow-ups were then used to encourage
elaboration and/or clarification as needed (Denzin & Lincoln, 2000). Each audio-
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recorded interview was transcribed immediately following the interview and the
transcriptions were provided to each participant as a means to ensure accuracy (Patton,
1990).
Observations
According to Maxwell (2005) observations allow a researcher to identify similarities
and differences between espousals and behaviors. Participant observation were informal,
conducted at the participant's school, at a time that was convenient for the participant,
and focused on giving the participant an opportunity to show in context examples of their
connections through their behaviors. The researcher limited observation focus to three
specific performance indicators within the current administrator evaluation tool. Figure 4
below provides a detailed depiction of these indicators.

Figure 4. Motown Leadership Observation Performance Indicators
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Document Review
The final phase of this qualitative study was the exploration of material culture
through document review. For the purpose of this qualitative investigation, material
culture was defined using Schein (2010) model of artifacts and expressed values
throughout the participant leaders educational organizations. This final phase proved
important in truly understand the messaging with respect to the phenomenon under
investigation throughout the case (Hodder, 20123). Document review included:
(a) School Website: as the primary source of communication with the community
the messaging from the school leader(s), this medium was essential to better
understand the phenomenon as well as build a thick description of the participants
in the case (Merriam, 2002)
(b) School Twitter Account: as a required source of communication and
collaboration throughout the Motown School District the messaging from the
school leader and the school staff this medium was essential to better
understand the phenomenon under investigation and substantiate claims made
throughout the interviewing process (Esterberg, 2002)
(c) School Mission Statement: as a covenant of AchieveNJ reviewing this
document was vital to further understand the connections being made by school
leaders with regards to this legislation and enhance the interview data collected.
(d) Leadership Staff Survey Data: each school leader is required to survey their
staff each year as part of their evaluation process in Motown. Reviewing this
data offered the researcher a unique perspective of each participant’s leadership
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through the eyes of those they led. This established alignment between espousals
and behaviors as it relates to the phenomenon under investigation.
(e) Participant Leadership Goals: each school leader is required to create two
goals aligned to their leadership practices each year. Reviewing this data offered
the researcher a path to determine congruence between proposed actions, and
behaviors observed during data collection.
The additional data collection in this study (participant observation) and
(document review) were used after the interviewing phase had been completed to clarify
and/or substantiate statements made during the interviewing process by participants.
These strategies in totality were relevant and applicable to further the development of
understanding of the phenomenon and more importantly the participant's meaningmaking in context as it related to the phenomenon under investigation (Patton, 2002).
Data Analysis
In qualitative research, data analysis is considered a creative process (Denzin &
Lincoln, 2000). There is a constant interplay happening between data collection and data
analysis (Strauss & Corbin, 1994). To bring credibility to the analysis process it is useful
to follow an analysis pattern (Creswell, 2009). As such, data analysis in this
investigation followed a six-step pattern outlined by Creswell:
● Step 1: Organization of data: the researcher reviewed the audio files as well as the
transcribed documents from the interviews in conjunction with the observation
and document review data
● Step 2: Reflect on data: the researcher reflected on the data to uncover the
underlying meanings made by participants
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● Step 3: Coding of data: to the researcher segmented the data collected into broad
categories
● Step 4: Generate descriptions: the researcher reflected on the categories to
identify themes and patterns, which presented themselves.
● Step 5: Detail descriptions: the researcher reflected on themes and patterns
identified along with participant statements to align them and formulate a rich
narrative description
● Step 6: Interpretation: the researcher identified the meaning-making process of the
participants free from bias from his own experience with the phenomenon under
investigation.
Analysis began with categorical aggregation by coding data into broad categories
using an open coding process. According to Esterberg (2002), open coding is working
line by line with transcript data in an attempt to identify themes or categories of interest.
Strauss and Corbin (1990) describe open coding as a study of data to compare it,
conceptualize it, and place it categories in an attempt to identify patterns present. As
such, open coding was used as first cycle coding process.
After open coding, descriptive coding was employed. Descriptive coding is
considered a foundational aspect of qualitative research and in this study empowered the
researcher to breakdown and better understand how principals connect standards-based,
value-added evaluative frameworks such as AchieveNJ with their leadership capacities.
Following categorical aggregation, pattern making ensued. According to Patton
(1990), pattern making is an inductive process where a researcher looks for similarities
and/or differences that present themselves in cases under study. As patterns emerged,
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analysis turned to generalization as described by Creswell (2009). Explanations were
developed about what was learned from the participants and supporting evidence was
identified to support those explanations.
Finally, case description took place. According to Merriam (2009), case
description is where a researcher provides a detailed view of the aspects of the case.
Reporting of the descriptions came from a within-case analytical framework. According
to Stake (1995) this type of reporting is where a researcher provides a description of each
case and allows the readers to contextualize similarities and differences. A combination
method of reporting was the implemented using both a narrative approach to provide
thick description and direct quotes to provide readers access to participants’ thoughts
(Creswell, 2007).
Researcher's Role
Qualitative inquiry is influenced by the beliefs from where a researcher
approaches the study (Guba & Lincoln, 1994). My position as a researcher in this study
is grounded in the belief system I have constructed as a public school principal who is
experiencing AchieveNJ and connecting it to my capacity to lead. I strongly believe that
the rigorous nature of AchieveNJ has had a profoundly positive impact on my practices
as a school leader.
With the emphasis AchieveNJ places on linking my own evaluations to the
performance of my staff members and my students, I am confident this legislation has
forced me to shift more of my administrative focus towards teaching and learning and
away from the day-to-day building management aspects of leadership. More importantly,
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AchieveNJ has served as a catalyst for me in seeking out professional development
opportunities to improve my own capacity as it relates to instructional leadership.
My own experience has allowed me to develop certain assumptions regarding the
impact of AchieveNJ on personal practices of school leaders. I believe that a
relationship exists between the espoused goals of the AchieveNJ legislation and the
actual outcomes thus far in its implementation with respect to its connection to leadership
practices. Therefore, I am confident that this study has value to the educational
community.
While my beliefs and professional experiences did provide me unique insight and
position to conduct this study, there were a number of limitations that they brought as
well that required planning to ensure the reliability of this study. As a school leader
studying other colleagues there is a definitive personal relationship that exists that could
have influence data collection. Additionally, the beliefs I have regarding the connection
of AchieveNJ to my own professional practices could have created bias and was
addressed to ensure the validity of the study.
It was imperative during this study for me as a researcher to separate my own
experiences and assumptions from the participant’s stories. To do so I applied what
Patton (2002) referred to as empathetic neutrality and mindfulness followed by
introspection and reflection on the data to ensure the necessary separation existed.
I employed reflexivity as described by Hatch (2002), where as a researcher I
continually tracked my influence through continual reflection on the data, consistently
bracketed my biases as I analyzed of the data, and finally monitored my emotional
responses to participants stories, behaviors and expressed values throughout this study.
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Validity, Credibility, Trustworthiness & Confirmability
Validity
The goal of any qualitative study is to provide data that is high quality, credible,
confirmable, and true to the subject under study (Stake, 1995). To ensure validity with
respect to this study, a pilot study was conducted. Research supports this practice to be to
be an effective means of verifying validity of qualitative instruments (Yin, 2009).
Furthermore, a pilot study ensured that any changes necessary were made before the
instrument and protocol were finalized and the actual study was conducted.
The pilot study for this investigation was similar in design and methodology but
smaller and simpler than that of the actual study. Two participants from a neighboring
school district were selected who meet the same established criteria as the actual study.
The pilot participants were interviewed using the proposed protocol. Data was collected
and analyzed following the same pattern established for the actual study. Critical
reflection was used to determine the validity of the proposed protocol in relation to the
research questions. Changes were necessitated and made after the pilot study, prior to the
onset of the actual study, thus ensuring validity.
Credibility
Credibility requires rigorous methods be applied (Lincoln & Guba, 1985). In
qualitative research triangulation is used to provide credibility as well as confirmability.
Maxwell (2005) asserts that the use of multiple sources and data collection methods is
sufficient to ensure triangulation and thus improve credibility. Patton (1990) indicates
that by combining interview, observation, and document analysis researchers are able to
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acceptably triangulate data. This study utilized multiple data sources to confirm emergent
findings and provided triangulation as described by Maxell (2005) and Stake (1995).
Transferability
In addition to increase credibility beyond triangulation, this study provided a rich
and thick description to allow others to determine transferability of findings (Merriam,
2002). Transferability of qualitative findings can be defined as the capacity for those
findings to be generalized to a larger population (Maxwell, 2005). Transferability occurs
when there are enough similarities between two bodies of research an inference can be
made by the results (Lincoln & Guba (1985). The multi-participant approach to case
study implemented in this study increased the likelihood that the findings be transferable
(Yin, 2009). To ultimately confirm transferability of this studies findings, similar
research is necessary.
Confirmability
Confirmability in case study is dependent upon whether it measures the
phenomenon it was intended to (Yin, 2009). Confirmability establishes that the findings
are derived from the data, not the perspective of the researcher (Tobin & Begley, 2004).
Recognition of my assumptions and influence combined with triangulation ensured the
findings of this were study were confirmable (Patton, 2002).
Ethical Assurances
To ensure ethical compliance throughout this process as the researcher I followed
the guidelines established by Rowan University including all aspects of the IRB approval
process. Permission was sought by the site selected as well as with all individuals who
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were participants in this qualitative investigation. All data collected was kept in a secure
location at my primary residence.
To ensure confidentiality of the participants no identification indicators were
used throughout this dissertation. Qualitative interviews after being transcribed
underwent member checking as described by Rubin and Rubin (2005) where researcher
and participant partnered to review the transcripts for accuracy. Before data obtained was
used participant approval was sought. Finally, participants were provided with drafts of
the data collection and data analysis chapters of this dissertation for review and
refinement.
Limitations
Qualitative research, more specifically case study has limitations, which have
brought criticism, which Yin (2009) refers to as “prejudices.” The two most common
“prejudices” of case study are rigor and generalizability. Rigor can be confidently
addressed in case study by a researcher through the use of and adherence to a systematic
research protocol (Yin, 2009). Generalizability can be addressed through the use of a
multi-participant approach to case study thus ensuring that conclusions drawn are based
on multiple interpretations of the phenomenon under investigation under varying
circumstances (Yin, 2009).
There were series of limitations to this study one being the difficulties in linking
educational policies and leadership practices. Additionally, there are other school leaders
within the Motwon School District such as other principals, assistant principals, districtlevel and district level-supervisors who are also experiencing and making connections
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between standards-based, value-added evaluative frameworks such as AchieveNJ and
their leadership capacities that were not included in this study.
All school leaders in the Motown Public School District have received training on
AchieveNJ over the course of its implementation, which could have biased participant
responses. Additionally, there are numerous other public and private school districts in
New Jersey where school leaders are experiencing and making connections between
standards-based, value-added evaluative frameworks such as AchieveNJ and their
capacity to lead that were excluded from this study.
Finally, while the participants of this study were leaders of diverse learning
environments made up of both students and teachers from a varied demographic makeup, the participants in this study were all Caucasians. This representative difference
could create unidentified bias in the interview responses; observation practices and
expressed values identified which must be taken into account with respect to the findings
of this study.
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Summary
This chapter explored the value and rationale of qualitative methodology as it
relates to this investigation. Additionally, this chapter provided analysis of and support
for using a case study approach. This chapter explained the chosen setting and sampling
methods used to select the study participants. Beyond that, this chapter provided an
explanation of the data collection and data analysis methods used. Finally this chapter
established the rigor, validity and trustworthiness of the study by discuss the role of the
researcher, and the steps taken to ensure ethical compliance.
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Chapter 4
Results
Recently educational policy makers in New Jersey implemented legislation,
which mandates a new leadership evaluation framework as a key to school reform
(Bartoletti & Connolly, 2014). AchieveNJ is a standards-based, value-added evaluation
model which aims to build successful school leaders by promoting reflective and
collaborative practice focused on four key leadership capacities: vision, school culture,
professional development and empowerment (NJDOE, 2016).
The purpose of this qualitative case study is to explore how school leaders in one
New Jersey Public School District currently connect standards-based, value-added
evaluative frameworks such as AchieveNJ with their capacities to lead. This investigation
will be driven by the following research questions:
1. How are public school principals connecting standards-based, value-added
evaluation frameworks such as AchieveNJ with their thinking, actions, behaviors
and professional practices?
2. How are public school principals connecting standards-based, value-added
evaluative frameworks such as AchieveNJ legislation with their capacity to create
a clear vision, foster a successful school culture, design and deliver meaningful
professional development and empower others in their organization?
A qualitative understanding of standard-based, value-added evaluative frameworks
such as AchieveNJ in context will empower policy makers in New Jersey to rationalize
its influence. In addition a qualitative understanding of how this standards-based, valueadded evaluative framework informs the thinking, actions, behaviors, and professional
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practices of our school leaders will offer policy makers the opportunity to evaluate this
legislation in context, reflect, and ultimately reframe if necessary to ensure its future
viability.
This chapter presents the findings of this qualitative case study as well as an
analysis of those findings in relation to the research questions guiding this investigation.
The first portion of this chapter will provide a brief review of the setting and participant
sample for this study. A delineation of the data collected during this investigation as well
as an analysis of the data including themes and patterns identified will follow.
Additionally, this chapter will describe the results of this investigation and provide
answers to the research questions, which informed the study. Finally, evidence of
trustworthiness will be offered to validate this investigation and a summary of results will
be offered.
Setting and Participant Sample
Motown Public School District was selected as the research site. Motown is a
kindergarten through twelfth grade organization with seventeen schools servicing
upwards of ten thousand students daily. This investigation involved nine tenured school
principals from the Motown School District. Six of the participants led elementary
schools (K-5) within Motown, two led middle schools (6-8) and one participant was a
high school leader (9-12) within the district.
Data Collection
Interview Findings
The main data collection method in this qualitative investigation consisted of
semi-structured, face-to-face interviews with each of the nine identified school leader
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participants. Interviews took place during the month of September 2017 and each of the
interviews was conducted in the school office of the leader participant. Each participant
was asked the same set of questions based on the interview protocol, but probing
questions differed according to the responses given by each interviewee and allowed for
links to meaning-making to be made based on the information gathered.
Observation Findings
In addition to the semi-structured, face-to-face interviews conducted with all nine
participants, this qualitative investigation also included an on-site observation of each
leader. Each observation was conducted in an effort to identify in context innate
behaviors or leadership actions on the part of participants, which exemplified a
connection to standards-based, value-added evaluative frameworks such as AchieveNJ.
Document Review Findings
The third and final data collection method used in this qualitative investigation
was an exploration of material culture conducted through a detailed document review.
This exploration of material culture took place during the months of August and
September. For the purpose of this qualitative investigation, material culture was defined
using Schein (2010) model of artifacts and expressed values throughout the participant
leaders educational organizations.
Data Analysis
Data collected through the three phase of this qualitative investigation was
initially coded into broad categories and then analyzed to determine similarities and
differences offered by the leader participants. General ideas that were presented in a
similar context were identified as themes (1) Capacity to lead. (2) Capacity to create
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vision. (3) Capacity to maintain school culture. (4) Capacity to provide professional
development (5) Capacity to empower. Links that participant leaders made were
identified as patterns. The themes and patterns identified offered a path for
interpretation. Data was organized to provide a representation of the findings and that
organization allowed for the recognition of specific connections established by the data
collected.
Capacity to Lead
Interview Findings
Findings indicate that connections are being made between standards-based,
value-added evaluation frameworks such as AchieveNJ and a school leaders thinking,
action, behaviors and professional practice. One respondent indicated, “AchieveNJ has
created a clear structure, a flow-chart if you will for leaders to follow from the district
level to the building level.”
Another respondent stated, “There are a number of beneficial elements that have
come from my perspective.” This participant continued by saying, “The process in itself
has assisted me in becoming a better administrator.” Finally, a leader indicated that,
“AchieveNJ has created opportunities for me to see and share best practices, that is where
my growth has come from.”
Table 4 below provides a visual representation of these findings, which is
followed by a thick and rich description.
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Table 4
Capacity to Lead
Theme

Code

Encourage
Reflection

Provide
Feedback

Capacity To Lead

Fundamental
Fairness

Time
Intensive

Disruptive
Process
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Supporting Excerpts
“It is a way to focus us on
reflecting and remind us to
incorporate our reflections
into our practice.”
“While at times the
framework can become
overwhelming, it is truly a
good reflection piece.”
“Framework created a
system for receiving
effective feedback on my
practice which encourages
me to seek out opportunities
to grow in specific areas.”
“The feedback that I get is
more helpful than past
models due to the
specificity.”
“The new evaluation system
allows for an objective
assessment that is ongoing.
It is much more fair than the
old system of one visit, one
time per year.”
“Its, fair. We are the ones
who must show evidence of
our practice, the observer
simply supports the
evidence.”
“Simply because of the
amount of time devoted to
AchieveNJ I’m not able to
be as visible as I would like
to be which has its impact.”
“Some of my other
responsibilities have
suffered, it is difficult at
times to strike the
appropriate balance.”
“AchieveNJ is a
cumbersome process which
has ever changing guideline
from the state department
making it more difficult.”
“At times it disrupts how I
operate, it has taken a toll
on my contact time with
students and parents.”

Encourage professional reflection. Four participant responses indicate that
standards-based, value-added evaluation models such as AchieveNJ are viewed as a
sound instrument to improve leadership capacities. Six suggested that the emphasis
placed on professional reflection in this evaluation model has instilled a desire to grow
professionally. Eight of the nine leaders interviewed mentioned “professional reflection”
during their responses. One leader responded, “It is a way to focus us on reflecting and
remind us to incorporate our reflections into our practice.” Another responded, “While at
times the framework can become overwhelming, it is truly a good reflection piece.”
Provides useful feedback. A leader stated that this framework has “created a
system for receiving effective feedback on my practice which encourages me to seek out
opportunities to grow in specific areas.” Another respondent reported, “The feedback
that I get is more helpful than past models due to the specificity.” Multiple respondents in
some way indicated that AchieveNJ and its evaluation component have effectively
quantified the art or craft of school leadership. One leader offered, “When applied
appropriately, evaluations such as those required by AchieveNJ can be very useful tools
for us as school leaders.”
Creates fundamental fairness. Participants mentioned the fundamental fairness
of the evaluation process in some way during their interviews. A number of respondents
believed the new evaluation system offered a fair assessment of their leadership. One
stated, “the new evaluation system allows for an objective assessment that is ongoing. It
is much more fair than the old system of one visit, one time per year.” Another
respondent indicated that they believed it to be fair as “we are the ones who must show
evidence of our practice, the observer simply supports the evidence.” A final leader
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stated, “oh it is fair, those who were doing poorly in the old system are certainly still
doing poorly in the new evaluation system.”
There were also a series of conflicting views and points expressed by leader
participants with respect to standards-based, value-added evaluative frameworks such as
AchieveNJ and their connection to a leaders thoughts, actions, behaviors, and
professional practices during the interview phase of this qualitative investigation.
Disruptive process. One respondent stated “AchieveNJ is a cumbersome process
which has ever changing guideline from the state department making it more
difficult.” Other leaders interviewed report that the new evaluation model and its
requirements had impacted their student and parent/guardian contact time in a negative
way. This is illustrated by one leader's response: “I can’t always get to what I see as the
real needs of my students.” Another stated, “At times it disrupts how I operate, it has
taken a toll on my contact time with students and parents.”
Time intensive. Some reported their school’s climate to be negatively impacted
by this new evaluation model and its requirements. A leader offered the following
statement indicative of this, “Simply because of the amount of time devoted to
AchieveNJ I’m not able to be as visible as I would like to be which has its impact.”
Another respondent voiced, “some of my other responsibilities have suffered, it is
difficult at times to strike the appropriate balance.”
Observation Findings
The observation data collected furthered these findings in a number of ways.
Instructional leadership was witnessed as participants were seen attempting to drive the
success of all through a collaborative implementation of a shared vision for school
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improvement. The participant leaders were seen employing differentiated leadership
strategies in an attempt to maximize student progress.
Additionally, during the participant observations, school climate efforts were
witnessed where the participant leaders attempted to foster success for all by advocating,
developing, nurturing, and sustaining a safe, positive, and engaging school. These leaders
sought opportunities to build upon current programs and create an environment where
students could succeed academically, socially, and emotionally.
Finally, the observation data revealed that participant leaders were seen providing
leadership in the area of human resources by selecting, assessing, inducting, supporting,
developing, and empowering their staff. The participants were observed working to
create teacher-leaders to improve student learning and school success.
Document Review Findings
All participant leaders were required to administer, analyze, and review a
comprehensive staff survey as part of their professional reflection process. All
participant leaders in this study agreed to share the results of their most recent survey.
Results were reviewed and indicated that participant leaders were viewed as “effective”
as cited by their staff specifically with respect to their capacity to lead
Capacity to Create Vision
Interview Findings
Research indicates that a leaders ability to create vision and maintain their
school’s efforts towards those goals leads to improved outcomes for students (Leithwood
& Montgomery, 1984). According to Marzano (2005), “no other dimension of principal
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behavior is more consistently linked to school improvement by empirical research than
school vision and goals.”
Findings indicate that participants have aligned their vision with this research. A
leader indicated “We place value in the academic and social development of our students.
This participant went on to say, “”We try to provide personalized learning experiences
for our students. Finally adding, “Our mission is to improve the learning improving
teaching.”
Another offered, “Our goal is to provide a positive learning environment, which
recognizes individual differences and learning styles.” Going on to indicate, “Our
Mission is to assure that all students have the opportunity to learn and grow to their full
potential.” During the interview process a respondent reported, “Children come first. We
work cooperatively to foster an environment where students are able to communicate and
take ownership over their learning.” Furthering their thoughts by stating, “We want them
to be respectful of others and their differences. We believe in using data to create a
student centered learning environment where kids feel free to make mistakes.”
Findings indicate that connections are being made between standards-based,
value-added evaluation frameworks such as AchieveNJ and a school leaders ability to
create a unified vision in their schools. Table 5 below provides a visual representation of
theme findings associated with participant’s capacity to create vision, which is followed
by a thick and rich description.
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Table 5
Capacity to Create Vision
Theme

Code

Setting
Goals

Specific
Benchmarks

Capacity to Create Vision

Strategic
Compliance

Time
Intensive

Supporting Excerpts
“The requirements
associated with AchieveNJ
provide guidance for us as
school leaders to set
ambitious goals, and
effectively communicate our
efforts toward attaining those
goals.”
“The legislation has made a
huge impact on our practices
in terms of establishing goals
and remaining focused on
those goals.”
“The added accountability
within the AchieveNJ
framework forces us to move
our staff forward in efforts to
attain the goals we set”
“The concept of specific
benchmarks has allowed us
to create an ongoing
collaborative process
focused on meeting those
goals.”
“I believe AchieveNJ has not
influenced our school
mission or vision. Our vision
was in existence prior to
AchieveNJ. I do what is
required of me, I use it as a
guideline and adhere to
mandate.”
“We are forced to spend an
inordinate amount of time
writing our vision and
mission.
“The legislation has bogged
us down forms and meetings
when we could be working
to improve the experiences
of their students.

Setting goals. One respondent offered, “The requirements associated with
AchieveNJ provide guidance for us as school leaders to set ambitious goals, and
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effectively communicate our efforts toward attaining those goals.” Another indicated,
“AchieveNJ has formalized the process of goal setting. Adding to their thoughts by
saying, “The legislation has made a huge impact on our practices in terms of establishing
goals and remaining focused on those goals.”
Specific benchmarks. A leader stated, “The added accountability within the
AchieveNJ framework forces us to move our staff forward in efforts to attain the goals
we set”, made an interesting point. Going on to also say, “The concept of specific
benchmarks has allowed us to create an ongoing collaborative process focused on
meeting those goals.”
Strategic compliance. One leader offered, “I believe AchieveNJ has not
influenced our school mission or vision. Furthering their thought by adding, “Our vision
was in existence prior to AchieveNJ. I do what is required of me, I use it as a guideline
and adhere to mandate.”
Time intensive. A respondent said, “We are forced to spend an inordinate amount
of time writing our vision and mission. Forcefully adding “The legislation has bogged us
down forms and meetings when we could be working to improve the experiences of their
students.”
Observation Findings
The observation data collected furthered these findings in a number of ways. A
participant leaders was observed during an after school faculty meeting was seen
collaborating with staff in an effort to develop a shared vision for educational
improvement.
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Another leader observed during a common planning period for a specific gradelevel in their building was witnessed collaborating with a group of teacher-leaders to
develop a building mission and actionable steps to attain that mission.
A third was observed during a small group planning conference and was seen
connecting building initiatives with strategies to maximize opportunities to achieve them
throughout the year.
Document Review Findings
All participant leaders were required to administer, analyze, and review a
comprehensive staff survey as part of their professional reflection process. All
participant leaders in this study agreed to share the results of their most recent survey.
Results were reviewed and indicated that participant leaders were viewed as “effective”
as cited by their staff specifically with respect to their capacity to create vision.
Additionally, all participant leaders have a defined vision and actionable mission
statement. As part of this review, all participants’ school vision and mission statements
were reviewed and analyzed again through a lens of value expression. The analysis
revealed unity with respect to having a shared vision of teaching and learning that reflects
excellence Furthermore, messaging as an expression by participants focused on
furthering their and raising student and school expectations. This was exemplified by a
participant mission statement indicating, “We are a student focused community, driven to
ensure the long-term success of our students academically, socially and emotionally.”
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Capacity to Maintain Culture
Interview Findings
Evidence supports that when a school leader focuses on creating a climate
conducive to student growth and improvement, schools are more successful (MacNeil,
Prater & Busch, 2009). Developing a positive school climate may be the only way to
truly achieve systemic change (Maxwell, 2004). Findings indicate that participants have
aligned their leadership beliefs about school culture with the research.
One elementary leader offered the following description of their school culture
today, “In one word - team. Now, with that said, it does not come without work.” This
participant went on to indicate, “We’ve had to work very hard to raise moral and build
our culture. Summarizing their experience this leader said, “Change is not easy but with
our culture ingrained in what we do daily, we have been are effective in adapting what
we do when needed.”
Another participant responded by saying “We are positive, collaborative and
rigorous. Our school's culture includes teamwork, trust, and a very positive attitude.”
Furthering their description by stating, “We help one another. We strive to ensure all feel
welcomed and respected.”
A middle school leader offered, “We are a positive, student-centered
environment. Ideas are celebrated and readily exchanged.” Adding, “We focus on
fairness and give each student what they need, not treating them all the same all the
same.” A high school leader proudly discussed their school culture saying, We promote
academics, athletics and extra curricular opportunities and pride ourselves on creating a
"family like" community.”
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Findings indicate that connections are being made between standards-based,
value-added evaluation frameworks such as AchieveNJ and a school leaders ability to
maintain a positive school culture. Table 6 below provides a visual representation of
theme findings associated with participant’s capacity to create culture, which is followed
by a thick and rich description.
Table 6
Capacity to Maintain Culture
Theme

Code

Collective
Trust

Capacity to Maintain Culture
Achievement
Focus

Inherent
Uncertainty

Lack of
Clarity
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Supporting Excerpts
“At the onset obviously there
was apprehension. But what
I have noticed is over time
the level of trust between
levels within the
organization has grown
“This law has in a way
forced us to come together as
an organization and build a
mutual trust for each other.”
“Everything we do starts
with student achievement at
its core now.”
Our expectations for our
kids, ourselves and our
school have only increased
recently as a result of
AchieveNJ.”
“We try to tie everything
back into student
achievement; it is the focus
of our job.
“Achieve NJ has worked to
create an atmosphere of
uncertainty due to the
constant change from the
state.”
“Uncertainty creates tension,
tension creates negativity,
and negativity impacts our
culture.”
“This is something that
Trenton should have taken
into account when they
enacted this legislation.
Instead, they just threw it
back on the local schools.”

Builds trust. One area, which was prevalent, was the concept of trust between
organizational members and the effect that AchieveNJ has had. A majority of school
leaders articulated how over the course of time working under the mandates of this
legislation, trust and essential feature of school culture has been elevated in their
organizations.
One leader interviewed indicated. “At the onset obviously there was
apprehension. But what I have noticed is over time the level of trust between levels
within the organization has grown. Furthering their thoughts by stating, “In my opinion
this has made us stronger as a learning community.” Another participant said, “The
hardest part of maintaining our school culture is continual buy-in. Going on to say, “We
must be constant cultivators. This law has in a way forced us to come together as an
organization and build a mutual trust for each other.”
Achievement focus. In addition to trust, participant responses established a
connection between the legislation and culture with respect to focusing on student
achievement. This is an important connection as the research indicates it to be
tantamount for school success. One leader said, “Everything we do starts with student
achievement at its core now.” Going on to say, “Our culture is entirely focused on
students. Our expectations for our kids, ourselves and our school have only increased
recently as a result of AchieveNJ.”
A middle school leader indicated, “Everything we talk about comes back to
student achievement, it is all about that now.” Adding, “We try to tie everything back into
student achievement; it is the focus of our job. Also offering when interviewed “While I
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may not agree with all aspects of the law, I do believe that the attention it places on
student achievement has narrowed our focus as an organization.”
Atmosphere of uncertainty. One participant articulated this confliction in the
following way, “Achieve NJ has worked to create an atmosphere of uncertainty due to
the constant change from the state. Adding that the “Uncertainty creates tension, tension
creates negativity, and negativity impacts our culture.”
Lack of clarity. Another respondent started by saying, “The culture, as I see it,
wasn't great before Achieve and it wasn't great after.” Supporting this statement by
indicating that, “It gave the negative group more to be sour about. Summarizing their
view by saying “This is something that Trenton should have taken into account when
they enacted this legislation. Instead, they just threw it back on the local schools.”
Observation Findings
The observation data collected furthered these findings in a number of ways.
During an SCIP meeting a leader was observed using data on the social, cultural and
emotional importance of school to cultivate a positive environment. Another leader was
observed at an after school faculty meeting. The focus of this meeting was to identify
ways to involve students, staff and families in the school to promote its positive learning
environment.
A leader was observed conducting their daily classroom walkthroughs. After
each walkthrough the leader recorded specific data of highly effective teaching practices
witnessed. Upon completion of the walkthroughs the leader was observed sending e-mail
recognition to each staff member with respect to what was witnessed. The leader
indicated that this has proven to be a real benefit to the culture within their building.
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Document Review Findings
All participant leaders were required to administer, analyze, and review a
comprehensive staff survey as part of their professional reflection process. All
participant leaders in this study agreed to share the results of their most recent survey.
Results were reviewed and indicated that participant leaders were viewed as “effective”
as cited by their staff specifically with respect to their capacity to maintain culture.
Additionally, each of the nine participants are responsible for the regular
maintenance of their school website. Each of the leader participant’s websites were
reviewed and analyzed through a lens of expression, specifically expression of value on
the part of the school and the leader. The analysis revealed a definitive consistency
throughout where participants actively employed innovative strategies with regards to
messaging that sought to highlight student progress, encourage stakeholder participation
in school events and build upon school culture, exemplified by a participant website
stating “We are a community committed to collaboration and open to community
partnership as we move forward together.”
Capacity to Provide Professional Development
Interview Findings
Professional development may hold the most potential for forward movement in
education (Cannon, Tenuto, & Kitchel, 2013). Successful professional development
programs are critical to student achievement and school success (Brown & Milltello,
2016). According to Darling-Hammond & McLaughlin (1995) “The best hope for
successful reform efforts in schools is a leader who operates their school as a professional
learning community).
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Findings indicate that participants have aligned their leadership thoughts on
professional development school with this research. An elementary leader stated,
“Everyone knows that PD is critical in any school. At my school, we utilize PD to
enhance instructional practice, align our assessments to those practices, and improve our
operations.” Another participant offered the following statement in reference to
professional development in their school by saying, “We identify areas of concern and
provide opportunities for growth through our professional development.” Adding, “Our
PD is teacher-centered, grounded in data, and designed to support the development of all.
During their interview a leader indicated, “We use our PD as an opportunity to
learn and reflect.” Going on to say, “By nature in our business we can get isolated at
times, PD offers a change for people to sit down and communicate. Another participant
said, “Sometimes just having professional conversations leads to a better understanding.”
Pointing out that, “Our PD focus is on dialogue and reflection and in my opinion it has
been really helpful for our school community.”
Findings indicate that connections are being made between standards-based,
value-added evaluation frameworks such as AchieveNJ and a school leaders ability to
provide professional development in their schools. Table 7 below provides a visual
representation of theme findings associated with participant’s capacity to provide
professional development, which is followed by a thick and rich description.
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Table 7
Capacity to Provide Professional Development
Theme

Code

Data
Driven

Impactful
Dialogue
Capacity to Provide
Professional Development

Time
Intensive

Over
Burdensome

Supporting Excerpts
“Within the evaluation
framework, we are better
able to use data to identify
specific domains that we
need to focus on
instructionally as a
community.”
“AchieveNJ has forced me
to engage my staff in PD
that is data driven
“This has led staff to focus
on more engaging lesson
design based on more
usable feedback to staff.”
“AchieveNJ acts as a guide.
It has been able to provide
our school with concrete
data that depicts areas
where development is need.
It has created more formal
opportunities for impactful
discussions about teaching
and learning based on what
we know, not what we
think.”
“Do to the requirements of I
feel that we waste time with
trainings and SGO/PDP
meetings that could be
better spent.”
“There is more benefit from
true professional learning
opportunities rather than the
mandates.”
“I do not believe it has
impacted our PD. We
would still be targeting PD
based on student
performance regardless of
the evaluation model.

“We are forced to
conduct theses
mandatory trainings
which staff are not
necessary engaged in
which has a negative
impact on the
organization at times.”
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Data driven. A participant leader said, “Within the evaluation framework, we are
better able to use data to identify specific domains that we need to focus on
instructionally as a community.” Another leader stated, “AchieveNJ has forced me to
engage my staff in PD that is data driven. Furthering this contention this participant also
said, “We have created a PD period in my building where we focus our discussions and
efforts on areas we identify in need of improvement.
Impactful dialogue. Another participant revealed that, “AchieveNJ acts as a
guide. It has been able to provide our school with concrete data that depicts areas where
development is needed. Additionally, saying, “It has created more formal opportunities
for impactful discussions about teaching and learning based on what we know, not what
we think.”
Time intensive. One leader offered the following, “Do to the requirements of
AchieveNJ at times I feel that we waste time with trainings and SGO/PDP meetings that
could be better spent. Adding that from their perspective, “There is more benefit from
true professional learning opportunities rather than the mandates which seem to
continually change anyway.”
Over burdensome. Another leader provided a similar description during their
interview saying, “I do not believe it has impacted our PD. We would still be targeting
PD based on student performance regardless of the evaluation model. Furthering their
position by stating, “We are forced to conduct theses mandatory trainings which staff are
not necessary engaged in which has a negative impact on the organization at times.”
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Observation Findings
The observation data collected furthered these findings in a number of ways At an
after school faculty meeting a leader was observed sharing the results of a specific needs
assessment completed collaboratively to identify and align future professional
development sessions. This leader was seen offering evidenced-based best practices with
staff by suggesting a teacher-led, professional learning community model moving
forward to address identified areas in need of improvement.
Another leader was observed demonstrating the importance of sustained professional
development by encouraging staff to partake in an ongoing peer observation model, a
longitudinal mentoring program or a defined study group based on individual, group or
organizational need.
Document Review Findings
All participant leaders were required to administer, analyze, and review a
comprehensive staff survey as part of their professional reflection process. All
participant leaders in this study agreed to share the results of their most recent survey.
Results were reviewed and indicated that participant leaders were viewed as “effective”
as cited by their staff specifically with respect to their capacity to provide professional
development.
Additionally, each of the nine leaders who participated maintains a professional
social media presence through the use of Twitter. As part of this review, all participants’
social media presence was reviewed and analyzed again through a lens of value
expression. The analysis revealed some participants used their social media presence to
highlight student and staff actively engaged in learning, learning links, and to building
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goals and initiatives. This was evidenced by a participant leader’s twitter page where
there was continual message and reference to personalized learning, specifically “future
ready” initiatives and links to articles, websites and resources for staff and stakeholders to
review.
Capacity to Empower
Interview Findings
Research suggests that a leaders ability to empower others throughout their organization
is tantamount for student success (Barth, 1990; Lieberman, 2004). According to Inger
(1993), “in schools were people empowered and work collaboratively, students can sense
program coherence and expectations, which may explain improved achievement.”
Findings indicate that participants have aligned their leadership thoughts on
empowerment with this research.
A middle school leader offered, “Our teachers are empowered to promote
change. Adding, “As the professionals who work closest with students, their perspectives
are valued. We respect their expertise, experience, and professional opinions.” An
elementary leader stated, “Empowering teachers is critical for them to have buy-in with
any initiative. Describing their efforts by indicating, “At my school our teachers are
empowered to take risks and reflect. This is both encouraged and expected.”
Findings indicate that connections are being made between standards-based,
value-added evaluation frameworks such as AchieveNJ and a school leaders ability to
empower others in their schools. Table 8 below provides a visual representation of theme
findings associated with participant’s capacity to provide professional development,
which is followed by a thick and rich description.
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Table 8
Capacity to Empower
Theme

Code

Supporting Excerpts
“AchieveNJ has empowered
teachers to be more reflective
in what they do and I believe
be more inclined to share best
practices.

Encourages
Reflection

“While our teachers would be
empowered
and
their
viewpoints valued, regardless
of AchieveNJ, it has instilled
a “We are all in this together"
feeling in our school.”
“AchieveNJ has furthered our
efforts to recognize highly
effective practice

Recognize
Staff

Capacity to Empower

Time
Intensive

Heightened
Uncertainty

“I believe it has influenced
the culture of the school and
increased the likelihood of our
high performers to becoming
leaders
and
influencing
others.
“I think it has had a negative
effect on teacher
empowerment. The mandate
itself and the time required for
professional development at
times stifles other
opportunities for choice
activities and teacher
leadership”
“If PD was used as intended
and teachers could self select
professional development I
believe they would feel more
empowered.”
“Achieve creates unease
among staff. This unease and
lack of certainty at times can
cause those who could be or
would be teacher leaders to
lose their willingness to take
on more of a leadership role.”
“I believe that AchieveNJ has
failed at setting the stage for
empowerment to be harnessed
in my organization. If
anything it has held us back.”
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Encourages reflection. For example, one leader stated, “AchieveNJ has
empowered teachers to be more reflective in what they do and I believe be more inclined
to share best practices. Additionally saying, “While our teachers would be empowered
and their viewpoints valued, regardless of AchieveNJ, it has instilled a “We are all in this
together" feeling in our school.”
Recognize staff. Another school leader offered the following connection,
“AchieveNJ has furthered our efforts to recognize highly effective practice. Going on to
say, “I believe it has influenced the culture of the school and increased the likelihood of
our high performers to becoming leaders and influencing others.
Time intensive. A high school leader offered the following description of the
influence AchieveNJ has had on empowerment in their school, “I think it has had a
negative effect on teacher empowerment. The mandate itself and the time required for
professional development at times stifles other opportunities for choice activities and
teacher leadership” Additionally saying that “If PD was used as intended and teachers
could self select professional development I believe they would feel more empowered.”
Heightens uncertainty. Another leader supported this view, saying “This goes
back to trust for me.” Adding that, “Achieve creates unease among staff. This unease and
lack of certainty at times can cause those who could be or would be teacher leaders to
lose their willingness to take on more of a leadership role.” A fellow participant
interviewed said, “Empowering teachers requires authentic opportunities for them to lead,
to collaborate and to share in the decision-making process. Going on to identify that
empowerment “Requires trust and confidence and unfortunately I believe that AchieveNJ
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has failed at setting the stage for these attributes to be harnessed in my organization.
Emphatically saying, “If anything it has held us back.”
Observation Findings
The observation data collected furthered these findings in a number of ways.
During an observation a leaders was witnessed attempting to be empowering to others by
implementing a shared-decision making approach with respect to incorporating
restorative practices. This empowerment was manifested by the leaders actions, which
were a collaborative with staff in a defined attempt to earn respect and boost morale and
ownership of the initiative.
A leader was observed during a new staff induction meeting at their school.
During this observation the participant was witnessed discussing and collaborating with
new staff members in a formal process to support them as they embark on their teaching
career. Additionally, this leader provided each new staff member with a mentor, which
had been specifically selected for him or her. The leader explained to the new staff
members that the mentors were the teacher-leaders in the building and were experts who
can and should be relied upon for sound counsel.
Document Review Findings
All participant leaders were required to administer, analyze, and review a
comprehensive staff survey as part of their professional reflection process. All
participant leaders in this study agreed to share the results of their most recent survey.
Results were reviewed and indicated that participant leaders were viewed as “effective”
as cited by their staff specifically with respect to their capacity to empower.
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In addition, a number of participant leaders used their website and social media
presence as a messaging tool for empowerment with their staff. One participant leader
used the school website as a vehicle to display real-time pictures and video of selected
teachers in action with their students. Another leader used their twitter account to
provide stakeholders links to pictures of selected teacher and student learning activities,
which were captioned to express the value for those who reviewed.
Results
According to Merriam (2009) the description of results is where the researcher
provides a detailed view of the aspects of the case. According to Stake (1995) this type of
reporting provides a description and allows readers to contextualize the information. The
reporting of results that follows is organized according to the two essential questions
driving this investigation.
Research Question One
How are public school principals connecting standards-based, value-added
evaluation frameworks such as AchieveNJ with their thinking, actions, behaviors
and professional practices?
AchieveNJ espouses goals of: TEACH: help leaders better understand their
impact and ultimately improve student outcomes, LEAD: align leadership responsibilities
with practices that are known to have the greatest influence on student learning, and
GROW: foster an environment of continual growth for all leaders. (NJDOE, 2013a).
The New Jersey Department of Education espouses a belief that AchieveNJ
provides for better professional conversations, more opportunities for meaningful
feedback, and a more accurate understanding of a leader's impact on student learning
(NJDOE, 2016).
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Results of this qualitative investigation revealed that participant leaders are
currently connecting these standards-based, value-added evaluative frameworks such as
AchieveNJ with their thoughts, actions, behaviors, and professional practices. The results
of this investigation indicate those connections to be specific to increased reflection,
providing valuable feedback, and establishing a sense of fundamental fairness.
Research Question Two
How are public school principals connecting standards-based, value-added
evaluative frameworks such as AchieveNJ with their capacity to create a clear
vision, foster a successful school culture, design and deliver meaningful professional
development and empower others in their organization?
Today the New Jersey Department of Education believes that AchieveNJ provides
useful data and promotes reflective and collaborative practices centered around four
essential leadership capacities: vision, culture, professional development, and
empowerment (NJDOE, 2016). According to the Department of Education (2016),
AchieveNJ is assisting leaders of high achieving schools in creating a clear vision and
communicate that vision.
Qualitative results indicate that participant leaders are currently connecting
standard-based, value-added evaluative frameworks such as AchieveNJ to their capacity
to create school vision. The results of this investigation revealed that standards-based,
value-added evaluative frameworks such as AchieveNJ have been connected to creating a
school vision specifically in the areas of setting goals and establishing specific
benchmarks by participant leaders.
The New Jersey Department of Education advocates that standards-based, valueadded evaluative frameworks such as AchieveNJ assist leaders in building a positive
school culture (NJDOE, 2016). Qualitative results from this study indicate that

89

participant leaders are currently connecting standard-based, value-added evaluative
frameworks such as AchieveNJ to their capacity to build a positive school culture. The
results of this investigation indicate those connections to be specific to building collective
trust and encouraging a focus on achievement as part of school culture
The New Jersey Department of Education believes standards-based, value-added
evaluative frameworks such as AchieveNJ enable school leaders to provide the time,
resources, and structure for ongoing and meaningful professional development (NJDOE,
2016). Qualitative findings from this study revealed that participant leaders are currently
connecting standard-based, value-added evaluative frameworks such as AchieveNJ to
their capacity to provide effective professional development. The results of this
investigation revealed these connections to be in the areas of data driven professional
development and its ability to facilitate impactful dialogue.
The Department of Education believes that AchieveNJ is encouraging leaders to
share power, use delegation, and consultative decision making to achieve collective goals
(NJDOE, 2016). Qualitative evidence from this study indicates that participant leaders
are currently connecting standard-based, value-added evaluative frameworks such as
AchieveNJ with their capacity to empower others. The results of this investigation
revealed this connection to be specifically in the areas of encouraging reflection and
increasing recognition of highly effective staff.
Evidence of Trustworthiness
Validity
The pilot study conducted, as part of this qualitative investigation was effective in
assessing the effectiveness of the interview protocol and ensured that the necessary
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changes were made prior to the actual study occurring. Yin (2009) clearly established this
practice as an effective means of verifying validity of a qualitative study such as this. In
addition to the pilot study, to improve validity, this study involved participant school
leaders from elementary, middle and high schools within the Motown Public Schools.
This population ensured the sample was broad, another key to validity within qualitative
research.
Credibility
To ensure credibility this study utilized multiple sources of data collection to
honor the meaning-making process. The primary data collection method was participant
interview data, which was thickened with participant observation data as well as material
culture data collected through document review. The data collected from these multiple
perspectives allowed for verification of viewpoints and experiences. The use of multiple
data sources ensured this study was robust and the results were accurate reflections of the
participants understanding and connections as advocated by Stake (1995).
Triangulation
By combining interview, observation, and document analysis this qualitative
investigation ensured that data could be acceptable triangulated. Findings were shared
with study participants for feedback and member checking for accuracy. According to
Maxwell (2005) and Stake (1995) the use of multiple data sources and employing
member checking as done within this investigation to confirm emergent findings affirms
triangulation within a qualitative investigation.
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Transferability
The findings from this qualitative study were established using a thick and rich
description framed in context and expressed by participant leaders words, actions and
professional practices. According to Merriam (2002) the use of a thick and rich
description in qualitative research is an acceptable way to allow others to determine
transferability moving forward. In addition, according to Yin (2009) the multi-participant
approach implemented in this study increases the likelihood that the findings are
transferable.
Confirmability
According to Patton (2002) confirmability requires the recognition by the
researcher of their assumptions and its potential influence on findings. In this qualitative
investigation the researcher employed reflexivity to track influence and monitor
emotional response, reflection, and impact on findings. In addition, study participants
were provided a full and bias-free explanation of the study purpose, as well as any
potential benefits and risks they may experience as participants. This combination
approach ensured that the results were derived solely from the data collected confirming
credibility of findings as advocated by Tobin & Begley (2004).
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Summary
Presented in this chapter were findings of this study obtained through opinions,
views and beliefs of participant’s solicited through semi-structured, face-to-face
interviews of participants In addition, those participants were also observed by the
researcher in context and a review of relevant material culture through document review
was conducted in to explore the connection between standards-based, value-added
evaluative frameworks such as AchieveNJ and leadership capacities in a public school
setting in one New Jersey School District.
Today the New Jersey Department of Education espouses a belief that AchieveNJ
provides for better professional conversations, more opportunities for meaningful
feedback, and a more accurate understanding of a leader's impact on student learning
(NJDOE, 2016). The Department of Education currently believes that AchieveNJ
provides useful data and promotes reflective and collaborative practices centered around
four essential leadership capacities: vision, culture, professional development, and
empowerment (NJDOE, 2016).
Qualitative results from this study indicate that participants are connecting
standards-based, value-added evaluation frameworks such as AchieveNJ with their
thinking, actions, behaviors and professional practices including: developing a school
vision, creating a school culture, designing professional development and empowering
others throughout their organizations.
The information and evidence collected through this qualitative investigation can
be used as a reflection and reframing reference point for continued research, current and
future policy decisions with respect to standard-based, value-added leadership evaluation
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frameworks in New Jersey, and inform the practice of both current and future school
leaders, all of which will be explored in chapter five.
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Chapter 5
Summary, Conclusions, and Recommendations
Today, the New Jersey Department of Education espouses a belief that AchieveNJ
provides for better professional conversations, more opportunities for meaningful
feedback, and a more accurate understanding of a leader's impact on student learning
(NJDOE, 2016). The Department of Education also believes that AchieveNJ provides
useful data and promotes reflective and collaborative leadership practices centered
around four essential capacities: vision, culture, professional development, and
empowerment (NJDOE, 2016).
The purpose of this qualitative case study is to explore how school leaders in one
New Jersey Public School District currently connect standards-based, value-added
evaluative frameworks such as AchieveNJ with their capacities to lead. This investigation
will be driven by the following research questions:
A qualitative understanding of standard-based, value-added evaluative frameworks
such as AchieveNJ in context will empower policy makers in New Jersey to rationalize
its influence. In addition, a qualitative understanding of how this standards-based, valueadded evaluative framework informs the thinking, actions, behaviors, and professional
practices of our school leaders will offer policy makers the opportunity to evaluate this
legislation in context, reflect, and ultimately reframe if necessary to ensure its future
viability.
Chapter five will present an interpretation of the findings from this qualitative
case study in relation to the research questions guiding this investigation. In addition to
presenting the key findings, this chapter will delineate the limitations of this case study
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and offer recommendations for future research, policy, practice and leadership. Finally, to
close chapter five a conclusion will be offered to this qualitative case study.
Interpretation of Findings
According to Knowles, Holton and Swanson (2014) “the richest resource for
learning reside in adult learners themselves.” Critical reflection is a metacognitive
process used to develop one’s ability to think and increase one’s awareness of the impact
of thinking on their leadership behaviors and leadership actions (Hall & Simmeral,
2015).
In education, critical reflection can build a leader’s capacity to work through
complex issues, make sound decisions, and guide the future direction of their
organization (Moon, 2005). This study utilized a critical reflective framework to allow
participants to reconstruct meanings made with respect to the connection of standardsbased, value-added evaluative frameworks such as AchieveNJ and their capacities to
lead.
Critical reflection in education empowers leaders within a school to transform
themselves to improve situations for students, teachers and society (Moon, 2005). In
education, critical reflection can build a leader’s capacity to work through complex
issues, make sound decisions, and guide the future direction of their organization (Moon,
2005).
Data collected through the multi-methodological approach used in this study:
interview, observation and document review were coded into categories and analyzed.
Similarities expressed by participants, actions observed by participants, and values drawn
from material culture review were identified as themes and offered a path for
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interpretation. Five themes were established for interpretation during this case study
regarding the connections made between standards-based, value-added evaluative
frameworks that include:
(1) Capacity to lead
(2) Capacity to create vision
(3) Capacity to maintain culture
(4) Capacity to provide professional development
(5) Capacity to empower
These five themes were separated for thematic interpretation into two categories:
“Success” are exemplary based descriptions, observed practices, or identified values
found in this research between standards-based, value-added evaluative frameworks such
as AchieveNJ and participants professional practices. “Areas for Growth” are exemplary
based descriptions, observable practices, or identifiable values found in the research
where standards-based, value-added evaluative frameworks such as AchieveNJ have yet
to be effectively connected to participant leaders professional practices. Finally, the five
themes were then aligned to the two essential research questions for thematic
interpretation of results.
Research Question One
How are public school principals connecting standards-based, value-added
evaluation frameworks such as AchieveNJ with their thinking, actions, behaviors
and professional practices?
AchieveNJ is a standards-based, value-added evaluative framework, which
espouses goals of: TEACH: help leaders better understand their impact and ultimately
improve student outcomes, LEAD: align leadership responsibilities with practices that are
known to have the greatest influence on student learning, and GROW: foster an
environment of continual growth for all leaders. (NJDOE, 2013a).
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Capacity to Lead
The New Jersey Department of Education believes that AchieveNJ provides for
better professional conversations, more opportunities for meaningful feedback, and a
more accurate understanding of a leader's impact on student learning (NJDOE, 2016).
Figure 5 below provides a graphic interpretation of these findings followed by a rich
discussion.

Success:

Area For Growth:
Initiatives Currently Have Time Requirements
That ImpactOther Priorities

Intiatives are Currently Increasing
Professional Re7lection Opportunities

Capacity to Lead

Area For Growth:
Initiatives Currenlty Have a Disruptive Nature
Which Impacts Validity

Success:
Initaitive are Currently Providing
Valuable Feedback

Figure 5. Capacity to Lead

Participants, through this critical reflective process revealed that they have begun
to construct new meanings and applications with respect to their leadership as a result of
this this standards-based, value-added evaluative framework providing support to the
contentions made by the department of education. Participants indicated a strong
connection and made specific meaning as a result of this legislation due to its ability to
increase professional reflection, evidenced by the following participant comment, “It is a
way to focus us on reflecting and remind us to incorporate our reflections into our
practice.”
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In addition, participant leaders revealed a connection and made meaning as a
result of this legislation due to its ability to empower them to provide valuable feedback,
exemplified by a participant stating, “This framework has created a system for receiving
effective feedback on my practice which encourages me to seek out opportunities to grow
in specific areas.” Finally, a connection and specific meaning making was identified by
participants due to the legislations ability to creating a sense of fundamental fairness
supported by a participant saying, “Its, fair. We are the ones who must show evidence of
our practice, the observer simply supports the evidence.”
Recent research supports reforms in practice such as these are vital to the success
of school leaders and increasing student performance. Increasing professional reflection,
providing valuable feedback and fostering fundamental fairness have been identified as
concrete determinants of improved leadership (National Policy Board of Educational
Administrators, 2015). Schoen’s (1983) research established that professionals must
reflect and question the theories that drive their decision-making. Mezirow’s (2000)
research established critical reflection as a precursor to transformative learning.
Transformative learning allows leaders as learners to construct, validate, and reformulate
their experiences to creating new norms within their professional practices.
Through this critical reflective process, participant leaders cited the time
management aspect of the legislation to be the most problematic at this point and in need
of adjustment, evidenced by one leader stating, “Some of my other responsibilities have
suffered, it is difficult at times to strike the appropriate balance.” Additionally,
participant leaders cited the disruptive nature of AchieveNJ to be problematic at this time
and in need of reflection and refinement moving forward with evidenced by a participant
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stating, “At times it disrupts how I operate, it has taken a toll on my contact time with
students and parents.”
These areas for growth are congruent with results from previous studies
conducted on the evaluation process in public schools. Amendt (2004) conducted a study
in Iowa of public school leaders with respect to the implementation of a new evaluation
model. The findings suggest that respondents found value in the new evaluation process
and viewed it as an improvement from the old one but reported areas of concern linked to
the amount of time the new evaluation process required.
Research Question Two
How are public school principals connecting standards-based, value-added
evaluative frameworks such as AchieveNJ with their capacity to create a clear
vision, foster a successful school culture, design and deliver meaningful professional
development and empower others in their organization?
AchieveNJ espoused goals are to help leaders better understand their impact and
ultimately improve student outcomes, and to align leadership responsibilities with
practices which are known to have the greatest influence on student learning and to foster
an environment of continual growth for all educators. (NJDOE, 2013a).
Capacity to Create Vision
According to the New Jersey Department of Education leaders of high achieving
schools have a clear vision and communicate to all that learning is of the utmost
importance. The New Jersey Department of Education believes that standards-based,
value-added evaluative frameworks such as AchieveNJ assist school leaders in creating a
clear vision and communicate that vision to their communities. Figure 6 below provides a
graphic interpretation of these findings followed by a rich discussion.
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Success:
Initiative are currently providing
speci7icity
for progress monitoring of vision

Area for Growth:
Initiative currently has ime requirements
impact other priorities including vision

Capacity to Create
Vision
Success:
Initiative are currently focusing
collective effort towards goal attainment
within vision

Area for Growth:
Initaitive are currently encouraging
strategic compliance in creating vision

Figure 6. Capacity to Create Vision

Participants, through this critical reflective process revealed that they have begun
to construct new meanings and applications with respect to their capacity to create vision
as a result of this this standards-based, value-added evaluative framework, providing
support to the contentions made by the department of education. Participants indicated a
strong connection was made due to the legislations specificity, evidenced by one leader
stating, “The concept of specific benchmarks has allowed us to create an ongoing
collaborative process focused on meeting those goals.” In addition, participant leaders
also identified a strong connection with respect to vision and goal setting, evidenced by a
leader saying, “It requires us as school leaders to set ambitious goals, and effectively
communicate our efforts toward attaining those goals.”
This aligns with the current research regarding effective school vision. According
to Hallinger (2010) vision must create clarity in order to motivate others. Additionally
the research of Gabriel and Palmer (2009) found that successful school leaders create a
vision that generates purpose, provides direction, creates collaborative commitment based
on collective goals.
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Through this critical reflective process leaders revealed that they have been
unable to construct new meanings and applications with respect to their capacity to create
vision as a result of this this standards-based, value-added evaluative framework.
Participant leaders cited the legislations encouragement for strategic compliance as the
major area of concern evidenced by the following statement, “Our vision was in existence
prior to AchieveNJ. I do what is required of me.” Additionally, another leader stated,
“The legislation has done nothing but bogged us down”, cited the time intensiveness as a
contradiction.
These areas for growth are consistent with recent research on leadership
evaluation reform efforts. Firestone (2013) investigated New Jersey’s new evaluation
model and found that time management to be a major challenge for school leaders in
creating an effective school vision.
Capacity to Maintain Culture
According to the New Jersey Department of Education there is a positive
relationship between school climate and leadership, which affects the overall
effectiveness of a school (NJDOE, 2016). The New Jersey Department of Education
believes that standards-based, value-added evaluative frameworks such as AchieveNJ
assist leaders in building a supportive school culture. Figure 7 below provides a graphic
interpretation of these findings followed by a rich discussion.
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Area for Growth:
Initiatives are currently ightening
organizational uncertainty impacting
culture

Success:
Initiatives are currently building collective
trust within the organization

Capacity to Maintain
Culture

Success:
Initaitves are currently marrowing the focus
on achievement within the culture

Area for Growth:
Initatives currenlty lack of consistency in
implementation which impacts culture

Figure 7. Capacity to Maintain Culture

Through this critical reflective process leaders revealed that they have begun to
construct new meanings and applications with respect to their capacity to create culture
as a result of this this standards-based, value-added evaluative framework providing
support to the contentions made by the department of education. Leaders citied this
initiatives capacity build collective trust, evidenced by a participant leader statement, “It
has forced us to come together as an organization and build a mutual trust.” Additionally,
leaders cited a strong connection due to the legislations capacity to focus attention of
achievement identified by participants, with one saying, “Our expectations for our kids,
ourselves and our school have only increased recently as a result of AchieveNJ.”
These findings are congruent with current research of effective school culture.
According to the work of Hsin-Hsiang and Mao-neng, (2015) Culture is the unwritten
communication of the vision and expresses a school’s priorities. Furthermore their
research indicates that culture which is focused on student achievement have proven to be
most successful.
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Through this critical reflective process leaders revealed that they have been
unable to construct new meanings and applications with respect to their capacity to create
culture, citing two specific areas of concern. One being the inherent organizational
uncertainty created by this initiative as described by a leader, “Uncertainty creates
tension, tension creates negativity, and negativity impacts our culture.” In addition,
participants cited a lack of focus as an area of concern supported by a leader stating, “It
gave the negative group more to be sour about.”
These areas for growth align to other recent research findings with respect to
leadership evaluation reforms. Sartin (2011) conducted a study of school leaders
experiences with the implementation of a new evaluation process in Chicago. Findings
from this study indicated that participants felt challenged by impact of these efforts on
other important responsibilities they had.
Capacity to Provide Professional Development
According to the New Jersey Department of Education effective leaders provide
the time, resources, and structure for ongoing and meaningful professional development
(NJDOE, 2016). The New Jersey Department of Education believes that standards-based,
value-added evaluative frameworks such as AchieveNJ further a leaders capacity to
design, deliver and sustain professional development within their schools. Figure 8 below
provides a graphic interpretation of these findings followed by a rich description.
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Area of Growth:
Initiatives currently have time
requirements that limit authentic
professional development
opportunities

Success:
Initiatives are currently encouraging
meaningful dialogue, discussion and
personal development

Capacity to Provide
Professional
Development
Success:
Initiatives are currently increasing the
use of data to drive professional
development

Area of Growth:
Initiatives currently have an
overburdensome nature which limits
authentic professional development
opportunities

Figure 8. Capacity to Provide Professional Development

Through this critical reflective process leaders revealed that they have begun to
construct new meanings and applications with respect to their capacity to provide
meaningful professional development as a result of this this standards-based, value-added
evaluative framework providing support to the contentions made by the department of
education. Specifically leaders identified a strong connection due to the legislations
ability to encourage meaningful professional dialogue, supported by a participant stating,
“It has created opportunities for discussions about teaching and learning based on what
we know, not what we think.” Additionally, participants cited this initiatives capacity to
focus professional development on data, evidenced by a leader’s comment, “We are now
better able to use data to identify specific domains that we need to focus on.”
These findings are congruent with recent leadership studies. According to
Cannon, Tenuto and Kitchel’s (2013) research, effective professional development is a
learning process that which sustains individualized and collective growth through the
effective use of student data. Additionally, the research of Hord & Sommers (2008)
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indicated that leaders must continually check on the needs of their organization and
provide targeted support to be successful.
Through this critical reflective process leaders revealed that they have been
unable to construct new meanings and applications with respect to their capacity to
provide meaningful professional development, citing two specific areas of concern. One
conflict cited was the time intensiveness of the overall initiative impacting opportunities
for genuine professional development. A leader said, “I feel that we waste time with
trainings and SGO/PDP meetings that could be better spent developing our practice”
Additionally, participant leaders cited the over burdensome nature of this initiative with
one participant offering, “We are forced to conduct theses mandatory trainings which
staff are not necessary engaged in.”
The areas for growth identified are supported by other recent research with
respect to leadership evaluation reform efforts. Firestone’s (2013) research on leaders
experiences with a new evaluation process revealed participants felt challenged by the
amount of time required by the new evaluation process and its impact on professional
development opportunities.
Capacity to Empower
According to New Jersey Department of Education leaders must be considered
empowering by their school community (NJDOE, 2016). The New Jersey Department of
Education believes that standards-based, value-added evaluative frameworks such as
AchieveNJ is encouraging leaders to share power, use delegation, and consultative
decision making to achieve collective goals (NJDOE, 2016). Figure 9 below provides a
graphic interpretation of these findings followed by a rich description.
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Success:
Initiatives are currently ncouraging
professional re7lection throughout the
organization

Area for Growth:
Initiaitves currently have a ime intensive
nature which limits empowerment
opportunities

Capacity to
Empower
Success:
Initaitives are currently ncouraging the
promotion of highly effective teachers
within the organization

Area for Growth:
Iniaitives are currently hightening
uncertainty which impacts empowerment
opportunties

Figure 9. Capacity to Empower
Through this critical reflective process leaders revealed that they have begun to
construct new meanings and applications with respect to their capacity to empower others
in their organization as a result of this this standards-based, value-added evaluative
framework providing support to the contentions made by the department of education.
One area of connection highlighted was the legislations capacity to encourage individual
and collective reflection, supported by a leader’s statement, “It has empowered teachers
to be more reflective and I believe be more inclined to share best practices.”
Additionally, participants cited the legislations ability to increase recognition of staff,
evidenced by a participant who said, “I has influenced the school and increased the
likelihood that our high performers become leaders.”
These findings are furthered by the literature with respect to empowerment.
According to Kreisberg (1992) empowerment on its own is as a solution to the plethora
of problems our schools face. Furthermore the work of Bolger and Somech (2004) found
a direct correlation between empowerment and improved student outcomes.
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Through this critical reflective process leaders revealed that they have been
unable to construct new meanings and applications with respect to their capacity to
provide meaningful professional development, citing two specific areas of concern. One
conflict cited was the time intensiveness of the overall initiative impacting opportunities
for genuine professional development. A leader said, “I feel that we waste time with
trainings and SGO/PDP meetings that could be better spent developing our practice”
Additionally, participant leaders cited the over burdensome nature of this initiative with
one participant offering, “We are forced to conduct theses mandatory trainings which
staff are not necessary engaged in.”
These areas for growth are congruent with other recent research efforts on
leadership evaluation reform. Amendt (2004), Sartin (2011) and Firestone (2013) all
found time management to be a major challenge for school leaders with respect to
standards-based, value-added evaluative framework legislation such as AchieveNJ.
Limitations
This study was limited to tenured, school principals in one public school district
in New Jersey. Expanding the sample size to include other school leaders within the
selected site of this investigation such as assistant principals, supervisors and district
level personnel would broaden the understanding of how school leaders connect
standards-based, value-added evaluative frameworks such as AchieveNJ with their
leadership capacities.
Additionally, the sample population in this study lacked demographic diversity
representative of the diversity of the district itself. A more robust sample rich with
diversity, which aligned more with the diversity of the school district itself, would

108

broaden the study and address any potential unintended biases, which could exist, based
on the lack of diversity within this study.
Further expansion of the sample size to other public school districts within the
state of New Jersey would also enhance the trustworthiness of the results obtained from
this investigation as the findings could further affirm the evidence obtained from this
qualitative investigation.
Furthermore, standards-based, value-added evaluative frameworks are not limited
in implementation to the state of New Jersey as cited earlier in this study. Delaware has
implemented a standards-based value-added evaluation model, which uses multiple
measures to determine the effectiveness of school leaders (McGuinn, 2012). Rhode
Island instituted reforms requiring standards-based, value-added evaluation of school
leaders (McGuinn, 2012). Tennessee and Colorado have implemented a standards-based
value-added evaluative framework as well (McGuinn, 2012).
A larger sample size, rich with diversity in experience by school leaders from a
number of different states such as those mentioned above could produce qualitative
evidence which substantiates or refutes the findings from this case study with respect to
the connection between standards-based, value-added evaluation frameworks and
leadership capacities.
Implications
As a public school principal who is experiencing AchieveNJ and connecting it to
my capacities as a leader coming into this study I believed that the rigorous nature of
AchieveNJ has had a profoundly positive impact on my practices as a school leader.
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With the emphasis AchieveNJ places on linking my own evaluations to the
performance of my staff members and my students, I was confident the legislation had
forced me to shift my administrative focus towards teaching and learning and away from
the day-to-day building management aspects of leadership. Most importantly, AchieveNJ
had served as a catalyst for my seeking out professional development opportunities to
improve my own practices.
This research has affirmed my belief in a number of ways. Standards-based,
value-added evaluative frameworks such as AchieveNJ have made a substantial positive
impact on school leaders thoughts, actions, behaviors and professional practices. School
leaders working under the requirements of this type of legislation are better equipped to
align their work with research-based best practices in the field to be effective within this
evaluation environment. AchieveNJ has allowed for a better understanding and
application specific strategies which are aligned to best practices with respect to creating
vision, maintaining culture, providing professional development and empowering others
throughout their organizations.
Results clearly indicate that standards-based, value-added evaluative frameworks
such as AchieveNJ are impacting leaders and increasing their professional capacities.
Leaders are better able to create school vision today as a result of this legislation due to
its specificity and goal orientation. Leaders are better able to create school culture as a
result of this legislation as it fosters improved trust and focuses on achievement. Leaders
are better able to provide professional development as a result of this legislation as a
result of it increasing dialogue and its focus on using data to drive professional
development opportunities. Finally, leaders are better able to empower staff as a result of
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this legislation due to its encouragement for professional reflection and its ability to
increase recognition of practice.
This legislation is not perfect and there are a number of identified areas for
growth identified which offer a clear path for policy-makers to improve upon the
legislation, which will enhance its impact on school leaders. The most pressing issue
identified throughout all areas of this research was the time intensive nature of this
legislation and its impact on other priorities. In order for standards-based, value-added
evaluative frameworks such as AchieveNJ to continue to have a positive impact on
school leaders, it is essential that the process be streamlined in an effort to reduce its
impact on a leaders time.
Recommendations
Policy
The findings of this qualitative case study provide the New Jersey Department of
Education and policymakers with actionable data to use as an initial reflection point with
respect to the connection between standards-based, value-added evaluative frameworks
such as AchieveNJ and leadership capacities, specifically the areas for growth identified
by participant leaders in this study.
The implications of this research suggested that additional investigation and
continued reflection is necessary to ensure that these initiatives are facilitating the
necessary change to help leaders better understand their impact and ultimately improve
student outcomes, align leadership responsibilities with practices that are known to have
the greatest influence on student learning, and foster an school environments of continual
growth for all.
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This qualitative case study revealed that standards-based, value-added evaluative
frameworks such as Achieve NJ from a policy context are being connected to leadership
capacities within our state. The data also revealed this connection could be a result of
ritual compliance due to the mandate itself rather than collective commitment to the
change effort.
From a practical perspective the results of this case study indicate that standardsbased, value-added evaluative frameworks such as AchieveNJ are meeting their intended
goals but there are definitive areas that must be further explored to ensure the future
success of these initiative.
The most pressing issue identified by this study was the time management aspect.
Time management was as a definitive area of growth in all themes identified in this
study. Moving forward policy makers and policy implementers must work
collaboratively to identify the redundancies and inefficiencies associated with the
implementation of standards-based, value-added evaluative frameworks to streamline the
process for our school leaders. Doing so will allow our current leaders to grow into
leaders who are better able to create a defined vision, enhance school culture, provide
authentic professional development and further empowerment efforts in the future.
Research
To further investigate this phenomenon, an immediate follow up quantitative
study should be conducted based on the results of this qualitative case study to determine
if the themes which present themselves are generalizable to a larger sample of school
leaders.
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Additionally a parallel qualitative study conducted with school leaders from other
educational organizations within New Jersey who have attained tenure status is suggested
to evaluate if the results from this qualitative case study are congruent.
Finally, a mixed method investigation should be conducted with both tenured and
non-tenured school leaders from New Jersey to further evaluate the findings of this
qualitative case study and determine the generalizability of its results.
Practice
The findings from this qualitative investigation offer key insight into the effective
connections being made between standards-based, value-added evaluative frameworks
such as AchieveNJ and leadership capacities in one public school district in New Jersey.
The data collected through this case study provide an initial reflection lens for other
school leaders to evaluate the connections they are making with respect to AchieveNJ
and their leadership. Ongoing professional reflection such as this is vital for their longterm success.
Professional reflection through differentiated lens such as this has been proven
effective at increasing leadership capacities. With the realization that standards-based,
value-added evaluative frameworks such as AchieveNJ will continue to play a large role
in school reform efforts it is imperative that leaders use studies such as this to reflect
internally on themselves. This reflection will lead to changes in their own practices as
necessary to better lead the successful implementation of this type of legislation and
fundamental change initiative.
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Leadership
The findings from this qualitative case study provide leadership preparation
programs with insight, experience and contextual evidence of the connection between
standards-based, value-added evaluative frameworks such as AchieveNJ and leadership
capacities. As those students who are in leadership preparation programs within our state
begin to enter the workforce an understanding of this initiative as well as how it can,
should, and potentially should not be connected to their leadership is vital to their success
as well as the success of the initiative itself.
Evidence from this study indicates that leadership preparation programs must
provide future leaders with a detailed understanding of organizational change as it relates
to policy mandates and policy implementation. A real-world understanding of this type
of change effort and effective processes associated with it will allow future leaders to
address the underlying areas for growth identified in this study and others like it and be
better positioned to define a path of success with respect to standards-based, value-added
evaluative frameworks such as AchieveNJ in our state.
Conclusion
According to the Wallace Foundation (2015), school leaders are a direct
“multiplier” of successful student learning. Today’s leaders face an ever-increasing
expectation to produce tangible results of student growth and achievement (National
Policy Board of Educational Administrators, 2015). Today’s educational leader must
embrace their fundamental responsibility as instructional masters overseeing teaching,
learning, and student growth (Spillane, 2015).
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According to a 2016 RAND study “school leaders are second only to classroom
instruction among all school-related factors that contribute to student learning.” The
Wallace Foundation (2013) reports that school leaders play a vital role in: (1) shaping a
vision of success for all, (2) creating a climate hospitable to education, (3) cultivating
leadership in others, (4) managing people to foster school improvement, and (5)
improving organizational outcomes. Ultimately, the effectiveness of our school leaders is
directly linked to the outcomes for our students (Grissom, 2011).
Today many states have made substantial changes to their policies and procedures
for performance evaluations of their school leaders (Anderson, 2012). Delaware, Rhode
Island, Tennessee and Colorado all have adopted a leadership evaluation models that tie
principal practice with quantitative measures of student academic gains (McGuinn,
2012). At the center of each of these initiatives are standards-based, value-added
measures, which link student performance data to a leaders summative evaluation
(Corcoran, 2010).
The goal of any change initiative such as this is to fundamentally alter the
underlying behaviors of an organization in order to improve its overall performance
(Cawsey, Deszca & Ingols, 2012). Fullan (2011) established several key insights to
navigate successful change efforts, indicating that organizations must remain resolute,
have patience and be persistent throughout the change process. He established that to be
successful, change requires an organization to learn by doing. Most importantly, he
advocated that organizations must continually collect data and reflect on their practice to
fosters organizational learning.
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In creating a new standards-based, value-added evaluative framework for school
leaders the New Jersey Department of Education placed emphasis on the crucial role
school leaders play in raising student achievement due to their enormous contributions to
the conditions for success within our schools. Additionally, a focus was placed on
ensuring this new framework accurately measures a school leaders influence on student
learning. Finally, emphasis was placed on mandating that school leaders be held
accountable for gains of his/her students.
On August 6, 2012 AchieveNJ was approved in by the New Jersey
legislature. Adherence was required beginning in the 2013-2014 school year for all
public schools within the state. From that time all school leadership evaluations would
be standards-based and value-added based on their ability to raise student achievement
(NJDOE, 2013a). According the New Jersey Department of Education (2013) AchieveNJ
is a standards-based, value-added evaluative framework seeking to promote reflection
and enhance leadership capacity in four areas:
•

Vision: effective leaders have a clear vision about learning and communicate that
vision to all

•

Culture: effective leaders create a positive school climate that improves
organizational effectiveness

•

Professional development: effective leaders provide time, resources and structure
meaningful professional development for their organization

•

Empowerment: effective leaders empower and retain the best teachers to improve
their organization
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This reform initiative is not without controversy and has been criticized due to an
inherent concern with the evaluation process as well as the instruments being used for the
evaluations (McGlone, 2014). As such, there has been and continues to be some
resistance to AchieveNJ in the state (McGlone, 2014).
Since the inception of legislation mandating the implementation of standardsbased, value-added evaluations frameworks such as AchieveNJ, little qualitative research
had been done in context to study the effectiveness of these initiatives in relation to their
espoused goals (Fuller & Hollingworth, 2014). As such, little was known qualitatively
from the field about the implications of standards-based, value-added evaluative
frameworks such as AchieveNJ on leadership in our state.
The purpose of this qualitative case study was to explore how school leaders in
one New Jersey Public School District currently connect standards-based, value-added
evaluative frameworks such as AchieveNJ with their capacity to lead. The qualitative
understandings established through this study establish how school leaders connect
AchieveNJ to their personal leadership capacities and to rationalize its influence on:
creating vision, building culture, designing professional development, and empowering
others.
The understandings offered by this investigation of how standards-based, valueadded evaluative frameworks such as AchieveNJ inform the thinking, actions, and
professional practices of school leaders offer an authentic opportunity to evaluate
standards-based, value-added evaluative frameworks in context. This study offers
qualitative insight into the connection between standards-based, value-added evaluative
frameworks such as AchieveNJ and leadership capacity to the New Jersey Department of
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Education, policymakers, other school leaders, and leadership preparation programs
throughout our state.
This qualitative case study revealed that our school leaders are connecting
standards-based, value-added evaluative frameworks such as Achieve NJ to leadership
capacities within our state. Results indicate that standards-based, value-added evaluative
frameworks such as AchieveNJ are impacting leaders and increasing their professional
capacities. Leaders are better able to create school vision today as a result of this
legislation due to its specificity and goal orientation. Leaders are better able to create
school culture as a result of this legislation as it fosters improved trust and focuses on
achievement. Leaders are better able to provide professional development as a result of
this legislation as a result of it increasing dialogue and its focus on using data to drive
professional development opportunities. Finally, leaders are better able to empower staff
as a result of this legislation due to its encouragement for professional reflection and its
ability to increase recognition of practice.
Furthermore, results of this case study indicate that while standards-based, valueadded evaluative frameworks such as AchieveNJ are meeting their intended goals there
are definitive areas for growth that must be further explored to ensure the long-term
viability of these initiatives. The most pressing issue identified throughout all areas of
this research was the time intensive nature of this legislation and its impact on other
priorities.
In order for standards-based, value-added evaluative frameworks such as
AchieveNJ to continue to have a positive impact on school leaders, it is essential that the
process be streamlined in an effort to reduce its impact on a leaders time. Continued
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research, reflection and refinement are warranted with respect to standards-based, valueadded evaluative frameworks such as AchieveNJ and their connection to leadership
capacities in the field of education.

119

References
Amrein-Beardsley, A., & Collins, C. (2012). The SAS Education Value-Added
Assessment System (SAS® EVAAS®) in the Houston Independent School
District (HISD): Intended and unintended consequences. Education Policy
Analysis Archives, 20(12)
Anderson, J. (2012). States try to fix quirks in teacher evaluation. The New York Times.
Retrieved from: http://www.nytimes.com/2012/02/20/education/states-addressproblems-with-teacher-evaluations
Andrews, R., & Soder, R. (1987). Principal instructional leadership and school
achievement. Association for Supervision and Instruction.
Argyris, C. & Schon, D. (1978). Organizational Learning: A Theory of Action
Perspective. Reading, Massachusetts: Addison-Wesley Publishing Co
Austin, G. (1979). Exemplary schools and the search for excellence. Educational
Leadership, 37, 10-14
Basom,M.R.,& Frase,L.(2004).Creating optimal work environments: exploring teacher
flow experiences. Mentoring and Tutoring, 12, 241-258.
Baxter, P. & Jack, S. (2008) Qualitative case study methodology: Study design and
implementation for novice researchers. The Qualitative Report, 13 (4), p.p.544–
559
Betebenner, D. W. (2009). Norm- and criterion-referenced student growth. Educational
Measurement: Issues and Practice, 28 (4), 42–51.
Babo, G. & Villaverde, C. (2013). Principal evaluation using a comprehensive portfolio
development approach to facilitating professional growth and renewal.
International Studies in Educational Administration (Commonwealth Council for
Educational Administration & Management (CCEAM)), 41(2), 93-102 Retrieved
from: http://www.cceam.org/
Barth, R.S. (1990). Improving schools from within. San Francisco: Jossey-Bass
Publishers.
Bartlett, S. & Burton, D. (2006). Practitioner research or descriptions of classroom
practice? A discussion of teachers investigating their classrooms. Educational
Action Research, 14(3), 395-405.
Barnett, R. (1997), Higher Education: A Critical Business, The Society for Research into
Higher Education. Open University Press, Buckingham

120

Bass, B. M. (1990). From transactional to transformational leadership: Learning to share
the vision. Organizational Dynamics, (Winter), 19-31.
Bass, B., & Riggio, R. (2006). Transformational leadership (2nd ed.). Mahwah, NJ:
Lawrence Erlbaum Associates.
Bennis, W. G. (1989). Managing the dream: Leadership in the 21st century. Journal of
Organizational Change Management, 2, 7.
Bennis, W. & Nanus, B. (2003). Leaders: Strategies for Taking Charge. New York:
Harper Collins.
Bogler, R., & Somech, A. (2004). Influence of teacher empowerment on teachers’
organizational commitment, professional commitment and organizational
citizenship behavior in schools. Teaching and teacher education. 20(3), 277- 289.
Bosker, R. J., & Kruger, M. L. (2003). Educational leadership and student achievement:
The elusive search for an association. Educational Administration Quarterly,
39(3)
Boud, D., Keogh, R. & Walker, D. (1985). Reflection, turning experience into learning.
London: Kogan Page.
Brand, G. A. (1997). What research says: Training teachers for using technology.
Journal of Staff Development, 19(1).
Brown, C. & Miltello, M. (2016). Principal perceptions of effective professional
development in schools. Journal of Educational Administration (54)6
Bryk, A. (2010) Organizing Schools for Improvement. Kaplan 9(7)
Burns, J. M. (1978). Leadership. New York, NY: Harper & Row Publishers.
Cassavant, C., Collins, W., Faginski-Stark, E., McCandless, J., & Tencza, M. (2012).
Perceptions of the principal evaluation process and performance criteria: A
qualitative study of the challenge of principal evaluation. (Doctoral Dissertation).
Retrieved from: ProQuest Dissertations and Theses, Full Text. (3505243)
Cannon, J., Tenuto, P., Kitchel, A. (2013) Idaho Secondary Principal Perceptions of CTE
Teachers’ Professional Development Needs. Career and Technical Education
Research 38(3)
Ciulla, J. (2004). Ethics, the heart of leadership (2nd ed.). Westport, CT: Praeger
Publishers.
Common Core State Standards (2009). Retrieved from: http://www.corestandards.org/

121

Corcoran, P.S. (2010). Can teachers be evaluated by their students’ test scores? Should
they be? The use of value-added measures of teacher effectiveness in policy and
practice. Providence, RI: Annenberg Institute for School Reform at Brown
University: Retrieved from: www.annenberginstitute.org
Conley, D. T., & Goldman, P. (1994). Ten propositions for facilitative leadership. In J.
Murphy & K. S. Louis (Eds.), Reshaping the principalship: Insights from
transformational reform efforts (pp. 237-262). Thousand Oaks, CA: Corwin Press
Cotton, K. (2003). Principals and student achievement: What the research says.
Alexandria: VA: Association for Supervision and Curriculum Development.
Cooper, C., & Boyd, J. (1998). Creating sustained professional growth through
collaborative reflection. In C. M. Brody & N. Davidson (Eds.), Professional
development for cooperative learning issues and approaches (pp. 49–62). Albany,
NY: State University of New York Press.
Creswell, J. W. (1999). Mixed-method research: Introduction and application. In G. J.
Cizek (Ed.), Handbook of educational policy (pp. 455-472). San Diego, CA:
Academic Press.
Creswell, J. W. (2005). Educational research: Planning, conducting, and evaluating
quantitative and qualitative research (2nd ed.). Upper Saddle River, NJ: Pearson
Education.
Creswell, J. W. (2007). Qualitative inquiry and research design: Choosing among five
traditions (2nd Ed). Thousand Oaks, CA: Sage.
Crotty, M. (1998) The foundations of social research: Meaning and perspective in the
research process. London: Sage Publications Limited
Daglish, C. & Miller P. (2011) Leadership: Understanding its Global Impact.Tilde
University Press
Danielson, C. & McGreal, T.L. (2000). Teacher evaluation: To enhance professional
practice. Alexandria, Va.: Association for Supervision and Curriculum
Development.
Danielson, L (2009) Fostering Reflection. Educational Leadership. 66(5)
Darling-Hammond, L. & McLaughlin, M.W. (1995). Policies that support professional
development in an era of reform. Phi Delta Kappan, 76(8), 597-604.
Darling-Hammond, L., Wilhoit, G. & Pittenger, L. (2014). Accountability for College
and Career Readiness: A New Paradigm. Retrieved
from:https://edpolicy.stanford.edu/sites/default/files/publications/accountabilitycollege-andcareer-readiness-developing-new-paradigm.pdf
122

Davis, J., & Wilson, S. M. (2000). Principal’s efforts to empower teachers: Effects on
teacher motivation and job satisfaction and stress. Clearing House, 73, 349-353
Davies, K. (1993). The biblical notion of servanthood: Implications for leadership in
Christian schools--Summary report (Unpublished master's thesis). University of
Western Sydney,Australia
Denzin, N. K., & Lincoln, Y. S. (2005). The Sage handbook of qualitative research.
Thousand Oaks, CA: Sage
Desravines, J. (2015). The school leadership playbook: a field guide for dramatic
improvement. San Francisco: Jossey-Bass
Drago-Severson, E. (2012). The need for principal renewal: The promise of sustaining
principals through principal-to-principal reflective practice. Teachers College
Record, 114(12). Retrieved from: http://www.tcrecord.org/
Deal, T.E. & Peterson, K.D. (1999). Shaping school culture: The heart of leadership. San
Francisco: Jossey-Bass
DuFour, R., & Eaker, R. (1998). Professional learning communities that work: Best
practices for enhancing student achievement. Alexandria, VA: Association for
Supervision and Curriculum Development.
Education Report (1997). Retrieved from: http://nces.ed.gov/pubs97/97388.pdf
Esterberg, K. G. (2002). Qualitative methods in social research. Boston: McGraw- Hill
Ferry, N., & Ross-Gordon, J. M. (1998). An inquiry into Schon’s epistemology of
practice: Exploring links between experience and reflective practice. Adult
Education Quarterly, 48, 98.
Frid, S., Reading, C. & Redden, E. (1998). Are teachers born or made? Critical reflection
for professional growth. In T. Maxwell (Ed.), The Context of Teaching, pp. 325350. Armidale, NSW: Kardoorair Press.
Fuller, E., & Hollingworth, L. (2014). A bridge too far? Challenges in evaluating
principal effectiveness, Education Administration Quarterly, 50(3), 466-499
Fullan. M (1991). The New Meaning of Educational Change. New York, Teachers’
College Press.
Fullan, M. (2002). Principals as leaders in a culture of change. Educational leadership,
May 2002.
Fullan, M. (2005). Leadership and sustainability: System thinkers in action (pp. 1-27).
Thousand Oaks, CA: Corwin Press, Inc.

123

Fuller, E. J., & Hollingsworth, L. (2014). A bridge too far? Challenges in evaluating
principal effectiveness. Educational Administration Quarterly, 50(3), 466-499
Gardner, D.P. (1983) A nation at risk: The imperative for educational reform. An open
letter to the American people. A report to the nation and the secretary of
education. Washington, DC. Government Printing Office
Green, J.,Camilli G., Elmore, P. (2006). Handbook of complementary methods in
education research. Mahwah, NJ: Lawrence Erlbaum & Associates for AERA
Greenlee, B.J. & Bruner, D.Y. (2001). Effects of Success for All reading programs on
reading achievement in Title I schools, Education, 122(1), 177-188.
Glaser, B. & Strauss, A (1967). The Discovery of Grounded Theory: Strategies for
Qualitative Research. Chicago, IL: Aldine Publishing Co
Goals 200 (n.d.) Retrieved from:
http://www.ncrel.org/sdrs/areas/issues/envrnment/stw/sw0goals.htm
Goldring, E., Porter, A., Murphy, J., Elliott, S. N., & Cravens, X. (2009). Assessing
learning-centered leadership: Connections to research, professional standards, and
current practices. Leadership and Policy in Schools 8, 1- 36.
Gomez, R.L. (2005). Cognitive coaching: Bringing the ivory tower into the classroom.
Dissertation Abstracts International, 66(11), 194A (UMI No. 3194204)
Guba, E. G., & Lincoln, Y. S. (1994). Competing paradigms in qualitative research:
Theories and issues. In N. K. Denzin & Y. S. Lincoln (Eds.), Handbook of
qualitative research (pp.105–117). Thousand Oaks, CA: Sage.
Grissom, J. (2011). Can Good Principals Keep Teachers in Disadvantaged Schools:
Linking Principal Effectiveness to Teacher Satisfaction and turnover in Hard-toStaff Environments. Teachers College Record
Hatch, J. A. Doing Qualitative Research in Education Settings. Albany: SUNY Press,
2002.
Hall, D. (2013). The strange case of the emergence of distributed leadership in schools in
England. Educational Review (65)4
Hall, P., & Simeral, A. (2015). Teach, reflect, learn: Building your capacity for success in
the classroom. Alexandria, VA: ASCD.

124

Hallinger, P, Heck, R. & Murphy, J. (2013). Teacher evaluation and school improvement:
An analysis of the evidence. Educational Assessment and Evaluation. Retrieved
from:
https://www.eduhk.hk/apclc/dowloadables/Publications/2014/Teacher%20evaluat
ion%20and%20school%20improvement%20An%20analysis%20of%20the%20ev
idence.pdf
Hallinger, P. (2005). “Instructional Leadership and the School Principal: A Passing Fancy
That Refuses to Fade Away.” Leadership and Policy in Schools 4, no. 3
Hipp, K., & Huffman, J. (2003). Reculturing schools as professional learning
communities. Lanham, MD: Scarecrow Education.
Hoare, C. (2006) Handbook of Adult Learning. Oxford University Press: NY
Hord, S.M. (1997). Professional learning communities: Communities of
continuous inquiry and improvement. Austin: Southwest Educational
Development Laboratory.
Hord, S. M., & Sommers, W. A. (2008). Leading professional learning communities:
Voices from research and practice. Thousand Oaks, CA: Corwin
Hsin-Hsiang L., & Mao-neng, F. (2015). Principal Leadership and Its Link to the
Development of a School’s Teacher Culture and Teaching Thinking. International
Journal of Education Policy and Leadership (10)4
Ingersoll, R. (2003). Who controls teachers’ work: Power and accountability in
America’s schools. Boston, MA: Harvard University Press.
Institute for Educational Leadership (2000) Leadership for Student Learning:
Reinventing the Principalship Washington, DC
Interstate School Leaders Licensure Consortium (ISLLC) Standards (1997) Retrieved
from: http://coe.fgcu.edu/faculty/valesky/isllcstandards.htm
Jackson, A., & Davis, G. (2000). Turning Points 2000: Educating adolescents in the 21st
century. New York: Teachers College Press
James-Ward, C. & Potter, N. (2011). The coaching experience of 16 urban principals.
Journal of School Public Relations, 32, 122-144. Retrieved from:
http://rowman.com/page/JSPR
Jones, S. R., Torres, V., & Arminio, J. (2006). Negotiating the complexities of qualitative
research in higher education. New York: Routledge.
Johnson, B. & Sessions, J. (2015). From school administrator to school leader: 15 keys
to maximizing your leadership potential. Routledge

125

Knowles, M. S., Holton III, E. F., & Swanson, R. A. (2014). The adult learner: The
definitive classic in adult education and human resource development (8th ed.).
New York, NY:Routledge.
Kvale, S. (1996). Inter Views: An introduction to qualitative research interviewing.
Thousand Oaks, CA: Sage.
Keedy, J. L. (2005). Reconciling the theory and practice schism in education
administration through practitioner-developed theories in practice. Journal of
Educational Administration, 43, 134-153
Keedy, J. L., & Achilles, C. M. (1997). The need for school-constructed theories in
practice in U.S. school restructuring. Journal of Educational Administration, 35,
102-121.
Killion, J.P., & Todnem, G.R. (1991). A process for building theory. Educational
Leadership, 48(6), 14-16
Kolb, D.A. (1984) Experiential Learning: Experience as the Source of Learning and
Development. New Jersey: Englewood Cliffs, Prentice-Hall.
Kose, B. W. (2011). Developing a transformative school vision: Lessons from peer
nominated principals. Education and Urban Society, 43(2), 119-136
Kreisberg, S. (1992). Transforming power: Domination, empowerment, and education.
Albany, NY: State University of New York Press.
Laffey, J. (1980). The role of the elementary principal in the school reading program:
Research and practice. Reading Teacher, 33(5), 632–636.
Lambert, L. (1998), Building Leadership-capacity in Schools. Association for
Supervision and Curriculum Development: Alexandria, Virginia USA.
Lashway, L. (2001). Leadership for accountability, Research Roundup, 17(3)
Lezotte, L. & McKee, K. (2006). Stepping up: Leading the charge to improve our
schools. Okemos, MI: Effective School Products Ltd.
Leithwood, K., Seashore Louis, K., Anderson, S., & Wahlstrom, K. (2004). How
leadership influences student learning: A review of research for the Learning
from Leadership Project. New York, NY: The Wallace Foundation.
Leithwood, K. Patten, & S., Jantzi, D. (2010). Testing a Conception of How School
Leadership Influences Student Learning. Educational Administration Quarterly
(46)5

126

Liston, D. (2013) The School Principal as Leader: Guiding Schools to Better Teaching
and Learning. Wallace Foundation: Retrieved from:
http://www.wallacefoundation.org/knowledge-center/Pages/The-School-Principal-as-

eader-Guiding-Schools-to-Better-Teaching-and-Learning.aspx
MacNeil, A. J., Prater, D. L., & Busch, S. (2009). The effects of school culture and
climate on student achievement. International Journal of Leadership in
Education, 12(1), 73-84.
Maki, P. (2010). Coming to Terms with Student Outcomes Assessment: Faculty and
Administrators’ Journeys to Integrating Assessment in their Work and
Institutional Culture. Sterling, VA: Stylus.
Marzano, R.J., Waters, T., & McNutly, B.A. (2005). School leadership that works. From
research to results. Alexandria, VA: Association for Supervision and Curriculum
Development; Aurora, CO: Mid-continent Research for Educational Learning
Marshall, C. & Rossman, G.B. (2006) Designing qualitative research (4th. Ed). London:
Sage.
Maxwell, J. C. (2004). Winning with people. Nashville, TN: Thomas Nelson.
Maxwell, J. A. (2005). Qualitative research design: An interactive approach (2nd Ed.).
Thousand Oaks, CA: SAGE Publications.
McGuinn, P. (2012). The state of teacher evaluation and reform, state education agency
capacity and the implementation of new teacher-evaluation systems. Washington,
DC: Center for American Progress.
Merriam, S. B. (1998). Qualitative research and case study applications in education.
San Francisco, CA: Jossey-Bass.
Merriam, S. B. (2009). Qualitative research: A guide to design and implementation. San
Francisco, CA: Jossey-Bass.
Mezirow, J. (1991). Transformative adult learning. San Francisco, CA: Jossey-Bass
Mezirow, J. (1997). Transformative Learning: Theory to Practice. New Directions for
Adult and Continuing Education, 74, 5–12
Mezirow, J. (2000). Learning as Transformation: Critical Perspectives on a Theory in
Progress. San Francisco: Jossey Bass.
Moon, J (1999) Learning Journals: a handbook for academics, students and professional
development. London: Kogan Page
Moon, J (2005). Guide for Busy Academies No. 4: Learning through Reflection. London:
Kogan Page
127

Moore, A. (2000). Teaching and Learning: Pedagogy, Curriculum and Culture. London,
Routledge Falmer.
Murphy, J. (2005). Connecting teacher leadership and school improvement. Thousand
Oak, CA:Corwin Press
Murphy, J & Hallinger, P. (1992). The Principalship in an Era of Transformation. Journal
of Educational Administration,30(3), 77-88
NCEE (1983). A Nation At Risk: The Imperative For Educational Reform. An Open
Letter to the American People. A Report to the Nation and the Secretary of
Education. Retrieved from: http://files.eric.ed.gov/fulltext/ED226006.pdf
National Governors Association Center for Best Practices (n.d.) Closing the achievement
gap. Retrieved from the National Governors Association Web site:
http://www.subnet.nga.org/educlear/achievement/
National Policy Board for Educational Administration (2015). Professional Standards for
Educational Leaders 2015. Reston, VA
National Center for Educational Statistics (2006) The Conditions of Education. Retrieved
from: https://nces.ed.gov/pubs2006/2006071.pdf
National Center for Educational Statistics (2003). Overview and Inventory of Education
Reforms: 1990-2000. Retrieved from: https://nces.ed.gov/pubs2003/2003020.pdf
New Jersey Department of Education. (2013a). AchieveNJ: Improved evaluation and
support for teachers and principals [PowerPoint slides]. Retrieved from The New
Jersey State Department of Education website:
http://www.nj.gov/education/AchieveNJ/intro/OverviewPPT.pdf
New Jersey Department of Education. (2014). Principal evaluation and support 2014 2015. Retrieved from:
http://www.nj.gov/education/AchieveNJ/intro/1PagerPrinciapls.pdf
New Jersey Department of Education (2016) AchieveNJ. Retrieved from:
http://www.state.nj.us/education/AchieveNJ/?scrlybrkr
Newmann, F. M. (1991). Linking Restructuring to Authentic Student Achievement. Phi
Delta Kappan 72, 6: 458–463.
No Child Left Behind Act of 2001, Pub. L. No. 107-110, 1, 115 Stat.328 (2002)
Osterman, K.F. (1990). Professional practice: A new agenda for education: Education
and Urban Society, 22, 133-152.
O’Hara, S., & Pritchard, R. H. (2008). Meeting the challenge of diversity: Professional
development for teacher educators. Teacher Education Quarterly, 35(1), 43-61.
128

Osterman, K. (1990). Reflective practice: A new agenda for education. Education and
Urban Society, 22(2), 133-152.
Osterman, K.F., & Kottkamp, R.B. (1993). Reflective practice for educators: Improving
schooling through professional development. Newbury Park, CA: Corwin
Owens, R. G. (2004). Organizational behavior in education: Adaptive leadership and
school reform. Boston: Pearson.
Owings, W. & Nunnery, J. (2005). Principal quality, ISLLC standards, and student
achievement: A Virginia study. Journal of School Leadership, 15, 99- 11
Patton, M. Q. (1987) How to Use Qualitative Methods in Evaluation. California: Sage
Publications, Inc.
Patton, M. Q. (1990). Qualitative research and evaluation methods. Beverly Hills, CA:
Sage.
Patton, M. Q. (1999). Enhancing the quality and credibility of qualitative analysis. Health
Services Research, 34(5), 1189-1209.
Patton, M. Q. (2002). Qualitative research & evaluation methods (3rd ed.). Thousand
Oaks, CA: Sage.
Parylo, O. (2012). Evaluation of educational administration. A decade review of research
(2001 - 2010). Studies in Educational Evaluation, 38, 73-83. Retrieved from:
www.elsevier.com/stueduc
Piaget, J. (1967). Six psychological studies. D. Elkind (Ed.) Trns. by Tenzer & Elkind.
NY: Random House.
Pianta, R. C., & Hamre, B. K. (2009). Conceptualization, measurement, and
improvement of classroom processes: Standardized observation can leverage
capacity. Educational Researcher, 38, 109–119.
Portin, B, Schneider, P., DeArmond, M. & Gundlach, L. (2003). Making Sense of
Leading Schools: The School Principalship University of Washington, 2003.
Retrieved from:http://www.wallacefoundation.org/knowledge-center/school- _
leadership/Pages/Principal-Training.aspx
RAND, (2016). School Leadership Interventions: Under Every Student Succeeds Act:
Evidence Review
Reeves, S. (2009). An overview of continuing interprofessional education. Journal of
Continuing Education in the Health Professions, 29, 142–146.

129

Rinehart, S., & Short, P. (1994). Job satisfaction and empowerment among teacher
leaders, reading recovery teachers, and regular classroom teachers. Education,
114(4), 570-580.
Rubin, H. J., & Rubin, I.S,. (2005). Qualitative Interviewing: The Art of Hearing Data.
Sage Publications
Rudestam, K.E., & Newton, R. R. (2007). Surviving your dissertation: A comprehensive
guide to content and process. Los Angeles: SAGE Publications
Louis, K. (2015). Organizational theory: Around the block again? Moving forward? Or
both? Journal of Organizational Theory in Education 1(1), 9-17.
Maxwell, J. A. (2005). Qualitative research design: An interactive approach (2nd ed.).
Thousand Oaks, CA: Sage.
Sagor, R. D. (2011). The action research guidebook: A four-stage process for educators
And school teams (2nd ed.). Corwin Press.
Schlechty, P. (1990). Schools for the 21st century. San Francisco, CA: Jossey Bass.
Schmoker, M. (2001). The Crayola Curriculum: For Improvements in Early Literacy, We
Should Take a Hard Look at What's Really Happening in Reading Classes.
Education Week. 21(24): 42-44
Schmoker, M. (2006). Results now: How we can achieve unprecedented improvements in
teaching and learning: Alexandria, VA: Association for Supervision and
Curriculum Development.
Schmoker, M (2012) Time to Focus. Principal Leadership 13(3) 18-21
Schon, D.A. (1983). The reflective practitioner: How professionals think in action. New
York,NY: Basic Books, Inc.
Schon, D.A. (1987). Educating the reflective practitioner: Toward a new design for
teaching and learning in the professions (p.22-79). San Francisco: Jossey-Bass
Schochet, P. Z & Chiang, H.S. (2010). Error rates in measuring teacher and school
performance based on student test score gains. Washington, DC: National Center
for Education Evaluation and Regional Assistance, Institute of Education
Sciences, U.S. Department of Education.
Seashore Louis, K (2015) Linking Leadership to Learning: State, District and Local
Effects, NordSTEP. Retrieved from:
http://nordstep.net/index.php/nstep/article/view/30321

130

Sebring, P.B., & Bryk, A.S. (2000). School leadership and the bottom line in Chicago.
Phi Delta Kappan, 81(6), 440-443.
Segedin, L. (2011). The Role of Teacher Empowerment and Teacher Accountability in
School-University Partnerships and Action Research. Journal of Educational
Research and Practice (20)2
Senge, P.M. (1990). The fifth discipline: the art and practice of the learning
organization. New York: Currency Doubleday.
Sergiovanni, T. (1994). Building community in schools. San Francisco: Jossey-Bass.
Skretta. J.A. (2008). Walkthroughs: A descriptive study of Nebraska high school
principals’ use of the walkthrough teacher observation process: Dissertation
Abstracts International, 69(2), 162A. (UMI No. 3297740)
Short, P. M. (1994). Exploring the links among teacher empowerment, leader power, and
conflict. Education, 114(4), 581–584.
Smith, E. (2011). Teaching critical reflection. Teaching in Higher Education, 16(2), 211223
Smith, W.F. & Andrews, R.L. (1989) Instructional Leadership: how principals make a
difference. Alexandria: ASCD.
Spillane, J (2012). Distributed Leadership. Wiley & Sons
Spring, J. (2002). Conflict of interest: The politics of American education (4th ed.). New
York: McGraw-Hill
Springer, J. (2012). School Leadership Effects Revisited: Review and Meta-Analysis of
Empirical Studies. Springer LINK eBooks
Snyder, K. (2015). Engaged leaders develop schools as quality organizations.
International Journal of Quality and Service Sciences (7)2/3
Stake, R. (1995). The art of case study research. Thousand Oaks, CA: Sage.
Stenhouse, L. (1975) An Introduction to Curriculum Research and Development.
London: Heinemann.
Stringer, E.T. (1996). Action research: A handbook for practitioners. Thousand Oaks,
CA: Sage Publishing, Inc.
Strauss, A. & Corbin, J. (1998). Basics of Qualitative Research: Techniques and
procedures for developing grounded theory (2nd Edition). Thousand Oaks, CA:
Sage Publications.

131

Sun, M. & Young P. (2009) How Does District Principal Evaluation Affect LearningCentered Principal Leadership? Evidence From Michigan School Districts.
Leadership and Policy in Schools, 8:411–445
Sun, M., Young, P., Yang, H., Chu, H., & Zhao, Q. (2012). Association of district
principal evaluation with learning-centered leadership practice: Evidence from
Michigan and Beijing. Educational Assessment, Evaluation and Accountability,
24(3), 189-213.
Taylor, E. (2007) An update of transformational learning theory: a critical review of the
empirical research (1999-2005). International Journal of Lifelong Education,
26(2) 173- 191
Tienken, C., & Orlich, D. (2013). The school reform landscape: Fraud, myths, and lies.
Lanham, MD: Rowman and Littlefield Publishers.
Thompson, S. & Thompson, N. (2008). The critically reflective practitioner. Basingstoke
[England]; New York: Palgrave Macmillian.
Tobin, G. A., & Begley, C. M. (2004). Methodological rigor within a qualitative
framework. Journal of Advanced Nursing, 48(4), 388-396
United States Department of Education (n.d). Race to the top. Retrieved from:
http://www2.ed.gov/programs/racetothetop/index.html
Vatanartiran, S. (2013) A Case Study: School Climate Results of a Private K-12 School
Chain. Cypriot Journal of Educational Sciences (8)3
Wallace Foundation, (2015). Developing Excellent School Principals to Advance
Teaching and Learning: Considerations for State Policy
Weller, L. D., & Hartley, S. A. (1994). Why are educators stonewalling TQM? The TQM
Magazine, 6(3), 23-28.
Wilhelmsen, G. (2016). School starters’ vision - An educational approach. Improving
Schools (19)2
Winters, M. & Cowen, J. (2013). Would a Value-Added System of Retention Improve
the Distribution of Teacher Quality? A Simulation of Alternative Policies.
Journal of Policy Analysis and Management (32)3
Yilmaki, R. & Jacobson, S. (2013) School leadership practice and preparation. Journal of
Educational Administration (51)1
Yin, R. K. (2009). Case study research: Design and methods. Los Angeles, CA: Sage
Publications.

132

York-Barr, J. & Duke, K. (2004). What do we know about teacher leadership? Findings
from two decades of scholarship. Review of Educational Research 74(3), 255316.
Zemelman S., & Ross, H. (2009) Thirteen Steps to Teacher Empowerment. Heinemann:
NH

133

Appendix A
AchieveNJ Executive Summary

134

135

136

137

138

139

Appendix B
Research Protocol and Interview Questions
Hello. My name is James Altobello and I am a Rowan University doctoral
candidate. The purpose of this qualitative case study is to explore how school leaders in
one New Jersey Public School District currently connect the standards-based, valueadded evaluative frameworks such as AchieveNJ with their capacity to lead. Your
participation in this research will assist in the completion of my dissertation requirement.
The findings from this study offer potential insight into the connection between
standards-based, value-added evaluative frameworks and leadership capacity to the
broader educational community. The results of this study could benefit school leadership
preparation programs in New Jersey as the information gathered and experiences shared
will provide insight into the training necessary for school leaders in accordance with
AchieveNJ through evidenced-based descriptions from the field, an essential aspect to
any future preparation program in our state.
Before we begin I would like to express my sincere gratitude for your willingness
to participate in this study. Before we begin do you have any questions or concerns
regarding this study. Are there any parts of the consent form that you would like me to
review with you? Please remember that your participation in this study is completely
voluntary and can be discontinued at anytime. With your permission I plan on audio
recording our session today in order to more closely synthesize your responses moving
forward. The recording will be used solely for the purpose of transcription and will be
destroyed one year from the completion of this study. Finally, please remember that your
anonymity is guaranteed, as no names will be used at any point in the reporting process.
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Demographic Interview Questions:
Please state your name and your current position within the District.
2.

How many years have you worked in your current position within the District?

3.

How many certified staff members are currently under your supervision?

4.

Have you worked in a leadership position outside of your current role?

5.

If you have worked in a leadership position outside of your current role, how many years were you
in that position?

6.

How many years have you worked as a teacher prior to your role as a school leader in any
capacity?

7.

What is the highest degree you have obtained?

Research Linked Interview Questions:
1.

Please describe how the standards-based, value-added evaluative frameworks such as AchieveNJ
have influenced your role as a school leader?

2.

Please describe your feelings about standards-based, value-added evaluative frameworks such as
AchieveNJ?

3.

Please describe in detail your school vision?

4.

Please describe in detail how standards-based, value-added evaluative frameworks such as
AchieveNJ have influenced your capacity to create your school vision?

5.

Please describe in detail your school culture?

6.

Please describe in detail how standards-based, value-added evaluative frameworks such as
AchieveNJ have influenced your capacity to create your school culture?

7.

Please describe in detail your school’s professional development planning and delivery?

8.

Please describe in detail how standards-based, value-added evaluative frameworks such as
AchieveNJ have influenced your capacity to design and deliver professional development?

9.

Please describe in detail empowerment within your school?

10.

Please describe in detail how standards-based, value-added evaluative frameworks such as
AchieveNJ have influenced your capacity to empower others in your organization?
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Appendix C
Sample Consent Form
Researcher Affiliation:
James Altobello is a doctoral student at Rowan University, enrolled in the Ed.D P-12
Educational Leadership Program, 2014 Online Cohort.
Purpose of the Study:
The purpose of this qualitative case study is to explore how school leaders in one New
Jersey Public School District currently connect standards based, value added evaluative
frameworks such as AchieveNJ with their capacity to lead.
Procedures:
The researcher will conduct 9 separate interviews with tenured building principals from
one New Jersey School District. The face-to-face interviews will last approximately 45
minutes each. Participants will receive interview questions before scheduled
appointments. In addition, on-site observations will take place as well as material culture
document review of artifacts to include: website, social media, leadership surveys and
vision statements.
Voluntary Nature of the Project:
Participation in this research project is voluntary throughout its entirety. Participant(s)
may discontinue their participation in this project at anytime without penalty.
Anonymity:
Participant identity will not be revealed at anytime during this research project. No
names will be used during transcription process. Participants will be identified solely as
administrator 1, administrator 2 and so on.
Confidentiality:
All data collected by the researcher during this project will be kept confidential by the
researcher.
Security of Data:
No data collected by the researcher during this project will be stored electronically. Data
collected will be secured in a locked filing cabinet for one year and then be destroyed.
Risk:
There are no risks associated with this research project
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Benefits:
The findings from this study offer potential insight into the connection between
standards-based, value-added evaluative frameworks and leadership capacity to the
broader educational community. The results of this study could benefit school leadership
preparation programs in New Jersey as the information gathered and experiences shared
will provide insight into the training necessary for school leaders in accordance with
AchieveNJ through evidenced-based descriptions from the field, an essential aspect to
any future preparation program in our state.
Contact Information:
James Altobello, 8 National Avenue, Brick NJ 08724. Email:
altobellj1@students.rowan.edu
Permission to Use Audio Recorder:
An audio recorder will be used to record the participant interviews. Participant names
will not be used anywhere during the interview. The audio tapes and written
transcriptions of the interviews will be stored in a secured space within the home office
of the researcher. The data included in this dissertation will be destroyed in one year.

Acknowledgement of Informed Consent:
I have read this form in its entirety and I agree to participate in this research study. I
acknowledge that I have received a copy of this informed consent agreement.
Name:_________________________________________________________________
Signature:______________________________________________________________
Date:__________________________________________________________________
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